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Abstract

This study serves as an extension of previous research focusing on media content
and gender portrayal of female athletes, most notably Kinnick’s research of the 1996
Olympics (1998). In particular, this research analyzed newspaper content for the presence
of common framing devices traditionally used to inject gender bias into coverage devoted
to female Olympians. More specifically, a data set of 210 articles systematically drawn
from The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times
was manually coded to compare coverage of male and female Olympians during the 2004
Olympic Games.
While there were some notable exceptions, similar to Kinnick’s analysis of the
1996 Games, this research paints an optimistic portrait of media portrayal of women
Olympians. The frames used by journalists to propagate gender bias in the past still exist.
However, the most important finding gleaned from this 2004 Olympics research is that
most of the frames studied were applied similarly to both male and female athletes. In
general, female athletes still lagged behind their male counterparts in the amount of
coverage. However, this research also dug into the qualitative components of that
coverage -- use of quotes, type of sport covered, and presence of gender bias descriptors - and found more equitable treatment of female Olympians than previous research has
shown. Physical attractiveness descriptors were more likely to be used when the subject
was female, mirroring much of the related body of research. Despite the continuing
presence of frames employed by journalists to structure information about their subjects,
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both male and females were framed as athletes first and foremost in the majority of
articles in this data set.
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I. Introduction

Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic Games, first
delivered the Olympic creed that would captivate athletes of all gender, ethnicities,
nations, and religions in Paris, France in 1894 (Cantone, 2003).
De Coubertin championed the following creed:
The most important thing in the Olympic Games is not to win but to take part, just
as the most important thing in life is not the triumph but the struggle. The
essential thing is not to have conquered but to have fought well (Cantone, 2003).
The creed blazes a universally attainable path of Olympic achievement.
However, de Coubertin only meant to inspire half of the world’s athletes, proving no
great champion of women Olympians throughout his life. He called “female Olympic
participation ‘impractical, uninteresting, unaesthetic and incorrect’” (Brennan, 1999, p.
6). Additionally, de Coubertin “maintained that a woman’s only function in the
Olympics was to ‘crown ... the winner with garlands” (Welky, 1997, p. 29).
From the ancient Olympics until the most recent 2004 Games in Athens, Greece,
female Olympians have been governed by an unfortunate twist to the Olympic creed,
having to struggle and fight well just to take part.
The 2004 return of the Olympics to Athens, the ancestral home of the ancient
Games and first host of the modern Olympics in 1896 (International Olympic Committee
[IOC], 2004a, July), offers an opportunity to measure progress in newspaper coverage of
female athletes during the most recent Olympiad.
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This research investigates how framing colors media portrayal of male and female
Olympians from the 2004 Olympic Games. Specifically, this research analyzes content
from three respected U.S. newspapers – The New York Times, The Washington Post, and
the Los Angeles Times – to explore similarities and differences in media portrayal of 2004
Olympians with regard to gender. The search for similarities in frames across media
outlets is crucial to advancing the study of framing, as held by de Vreese, Peter, and
Semetko (2001).
This research is necessary to understand if and why male and female Olympians
continue to be portrayed in different ways solely because of tenacious frames organizing
gender roles. Previous studies focusing on both sports and non-sports journalism in print,
broadcast, and photography have found differences in way men and women are
portrayed. This research is an extension of the existing research on framing and gender
roles, in particular Kinnick’s analysis of the 1996 Olympics (1998). Previous work shows
framing affects how journalists choose and reject items to provide a framework for the
audience to draw meaning from news events. More importantly, previous studies find
altering journalistic frames can be an effective means to guide public interpretations and
attitudes about the featured issue. This research attempts to determine how three leading
U.S. newspapers are telling the stories of male and female Olympians from the 2004
Games.
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II. Literature Review

Framing
Framing is a communications theory used to study why certain attributes of news
are included or excluded from media content. Schramm provided a launching pad to
study media portrayal when he wrote in 1949 “news is not the event but is the report of
the event” (as cited by Miller & Riechert, 2001, p. 112). His comment is an important
keystone in understanding framing theory. Schramm offered that, by its very nature, news
must pass through the filters of the media before it reached the public. In this process,
journalists must find a way to make sense of what is news, what should be boiled away
and what should be developed. Goffman’s 1974 foundational research brought to mind
the function of a news frame as a picture frame, drawing attention to selected information
while ignoring the rest (Tankard, 2001). Goffman described framing in terms of a slice of
reality snipped from the census of events by a journalist. While necessary, news
consumers could only view the slice and not the whole from which it came.
Gamson, another important early figure in framing research, helped
conceptualize the notion that choices journalists make shade meaning on the world
around us. He wrote:
Facts have no intrinsic meaning. They take on their meaning by being embedded
in a frame or story line that organizes them and gives them coherence, selecting
certain ones to emphasize while ignoring others … A frame is a central
organizing idea for making sense of relevant events and suggesting what is at
issue (Gamson, 1989, p. 157).
3

Tuchman fleshed out some of these journalistic decisions in a piece of
foundational research from 1972. Tuchman’s study focused on ways opinion becomes
entangled in the news by journalist source selection, choice of material to quote and
location of quotations within the story (Dickerson, 2001).
Entman, another seminal figure in framing research, proposed an oft-cited
definition of framing with issue salience as the trigger (1993). Entman introduced the
importance of journalist selection of news items and making that selection more salient in
the finished product. The importance of salience to the study of framing lies in “making a
piece of information more noticeable, meaningful, or memorable to audiences” (Entman,
1993, p. 53), a daily task of every journalist. Watkins illustrates an important related
point about the power not only of inclusion but also exclusion of information. Analyzing
the items left in the background by journalists can be as important as studying the
information contained neat and tidy in the news frame (Watkins, 2001). Tankard (2001)
offered that framing can lead to preferential status in coverage of a stakeholder’s position.
Frame selection can magnify or squelch competing voices, favoring one side without the
overt taint of bias. “Defining the terms of a debate takes one a long way toward winning
it” (Tankard, 2001, p. 96). Fink and Kensicki (2002) buttress framing theory by offering
that frames serve as a vehicle for transmitting meaning of media coverage.
Despite growing interest in framing theory, the concept can still be described as
nebulous in practice as some study media frames and others issue frames. No less an
authority than Entman has called for clarification of the often casual use of the theory to
increase its value to the world of research (1993). Miller and Riechert support the
usefulness of framing but offer “the area lacks precision and coherence” (2001, p. 109).
4

Scheufele (1999) laments “the concept of framing is far from being integrated into a
consistent theoretical model” (Scheufele, 1999, p. 118). In a critique of the direction of
framing theory, Carragee and Roefs (2004) propose that the only way to integrate
framing into a valuable social theory is to consider its relationship with media hegemony
and how power affects framing decisions. As a threat to hegemony, social movements
and how they are framed by journalists can be studied to understand the role of power in
legitimization or derisiveness (Carragee & Roefs, 2004).
Others view framing as a subset of other theories, most commonly related as the
second level of agenda setting (Jasperson et al., 1998). McCombs, Shaw, and Weaver
(1997) suggested that framing is an extension of agenda setting (as cited in Scheufele,
1999). However, others argue that framing stands alone as a theory separated from
agenda setting and priming (Scheufle, 2000; Watkins, 2001). Callaghan and Schnell
(2001) offered that because journalists can shape public discourse by their selection of
issue frames supported by interest groups, framing theory stands by itself beyond agenda
setting and priming.
Despite the theory’s lack of finite borders, framing has been used to examine
media portrayals and public attitudes about such diverse topics as the launch of the Euro
currency (de Vreese et al., 2001), the U.S. federal budget deficit (Jasperson, Shah, Watts,
Faber, & Fan, 1998), the 1995 Million Man March on Washington, D.C. (Watkins,
2001), political campaigns (Valentino, Beckmann, & Buhr, 2001), gun control policy
(Callaghan & Schnell, 2001), attitudes about welfare (Sotirovic, 2000), 2000 U.S.
presidential primary candidate-produced videos (Parmelee, 2002) and U.S. military
involvement in Somalia (Bantimaroudis & Ban, 2001).
5

Bantimaroudis and Ban (2001) find that framing is not solely a U.S. phenomenon.
Their research analyzed frames used in both The New York Times and The (Manchester)
Guardian, two respected newspapers on different continents, and found that journalists
for both papers used similar frames in their coverage (Bantimaroudis & Ban, 2001).
Of particular interest to this research, framing has been used to study media
coverage of the women’s movement and feminism (Lind & Salo, 2002; Phalen & Algan,
2001; and Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997).
The multifaceted directions of framing research set the table for this analysis.
Framing research has focused on both specific domestic and international news events
and larger social movements, like the women’s movement. The previous research ably
sets the stage for a framing study of Olympic gender portrayal, a topic that combines
many of the above elements.

Framing and media effects
In terms of media effects research, framing can produce sizeable effects in the
media-consuming audience. Research has been done to specifically study the effects of
framing in media content.
Tankard cites perhaps the most powerful example regarding framing effects when
he discusses Lang and Lang’s 1983 study about Watergate and President Richard Nixon
resigning from his office (2001). In a study designed to measure subjects’ thoughts on
issues after reading stories written using a prescribed frame, Valkenburg, Semetko, and
de Vreese (1999) found that framing decisions made by journalists clearly affected
readers’ thoughts on each issue analyzed. Their study indicated the presence of issue6

specific framing effects, in which the type of frame used by the journalist altered the
recall of the subjects (Valkenburg et al., 1999). Iyengar and Simon’s research (1993)
provided more support for powerful framing effects. Their study examined television
coverage of the 1991 Persian Gulf crisis and found broadcasters overwhelmingly used
episodic or event-related frames, as opposed to thematic frames. The research also found
a strong correlation between consumption of the episodically-themed television coverage
of the Persian Gulf crisis and support for a military solution (Iyengar & Simon, 1993).
McLeod & Detenber (1999) analyzed television coverage of an anarchist protest
featuring varying degrees of support for the status quo, differentiated by framing
mechanisms such as choosing sources, words, and photos. The authors found that
subjects’ judgments were affected by the amount of status quo support present in a story
(McLeod & Detenber, 1999).
Other researchers took a more theoretical approach in determining the possible
effects of framing rather than a specific analysis of frames surrounding a particular issue.
Discussing framing and extending agenda setting effects, Terkildsen and Schnell
(1997) propose that the power of media content lies in its ability to tell the public what to
think about and how to think about that issue. Jasperson et al. (1998) offer that framing
affects the way news consumers understand and relate to a problem and can even color
their evaluation of the issue. Watkins (2001) viewed frame analysis as the study of social
implications brought about by the framework journalists use to organize information in
their own lives. He found that as journalists select a frame for their stories they are
defining the main characteristics of that issue for the audience (Watkins, 2001).
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Valentino et al. (2001) assert that framing has different effects on different groups
of people. The research by Valentino et al. (2001) proposes that framing decisions by
journalists have increased effects when the audience possesses less political
sophistication or activity. Valentino et al. found “the public relies on the press not only as
a source of information about candidates but also for the context in which to place that
information” (2001, p. 362). Entman (1993) seconds this varying framing effects model
by offering that framing decisions are unlikely to produce the identical effect across the
population. For Terkildsen and Schnell (1997), framing theory holds that the way issues
are arranged and presented influence the audience’s perception and levels of support.
Scheufele (2000) proposes that even subtle changes in the description of an issue can
influence the audience’s interpretation.
As framing research expands, two avenues of research are developing – media
frames and audience or issue frames (de Vreese et al., 2001; Scheufele, 1999).

Media frames
There has been more research conducted on media frames than audience or issue
frames. This research also focuses on the media frames present in the newspaper
portrayal of 2004 Olympians. Sotirovic (2000) wrote that journalists were often sources
of frames, “the essential ideas that individuals use to make sense of public ideas” (p.
274). As a means of providing a path to understanding the meaning of media content,
journalists structure their work with frames. Terkildsen and Schnell (1997) continued that
line of reasoning with their finding that frames are mapping devices media members
draw for their audience. Within these media frames, research suggesting framing as an
8

unconscious, passive process contrasts with studies finding that frame selection and its
influence on opinion can be quite purposive.
In the first approach to media framing, frames can be manifested in unconscious
journalistic decisions. Scheufele (2000) describes this process by noting that most
framing takes place courtesy of “subtle nuances” of word choice by journalists that aren’t
intended to purposively steer the audience’s belief one way or the other (p. 309).
Or as Bob Condron, U.S. Olympic Committee director of communication for the 2000
Games, said, “And the media is a lot like water. They’ll take the path of least resistance”
(Zeigler, 2000, para. 43).
On the contrary, other researchers have found an attempt to guide perception by
journalists who use frames to highlight a particular slice of the issue at hand. Research
shows that media outlets develop purposive frames to package and make their content
more salient to the public they hope to attract. In this type of media framing, journalists
consciously embed frames to act as a navigational aide through a variety of opinions
about an issue. Common in television network planning and coverage of the Olympics,
Eastman and Billings (1999) wrote that narrative themes developed by journalists to
attract attention to megaevents, like the Olympics, are often contrived and not reality
based.
Other uses of media frames may not be as clearly defined or pre-planned as those
concocted for megaevents, but the journalist still occupies a powerful position. Scheufele
(1999) advanced the notion that media members use ready-made frames to make sense
and structure the world around them. Callaghan and Schnell (2001) proposed that these
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framing decisions, some of them quite basic, affect the end journalistic result. They
wrote:
By selectively choosing to cover one side or both sides of an issue, putting forth
their own interpretation, simplifying events or stories, or by simply allocating
greater coverage to one issue over another, the media act as gatekeepers,
advocates, and interpreters of political themes and information (Callaghan &
Schnell, 2001, p. 187).

Issue frames
Because framing reflects the means journalists use to tell the story of the events
swirling around them, groups interested in transmitting their message to publics through
media coverage may cultivate issue frames (Jasperson et al., 1998). These groups
package their message into a frame they think will increase salience in their views among
journalists and publics. By constructing a frame to increase salience in the position of the
interest group, proponents attempt to persuade the media to favorably view the issue
through their lens. For example, Parmelee studied candidate-produced videos from the
2000 U.S. presidential primary. Parmelee found that each candidate’s staff used
purposive audience frames in the way they thought would generate the most broadcast
media coverage (2002). Frames can also be used by publics or groups interested in
promoting their cause to package information into a portrayal that mirrors public
sentiment (Miller & Riechert, 2001; Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997). Callaghan and Schnell
(2001) expand on audience frames research in their finding that effective political figures
use frames to accomplish their political business with great effect.
10

However, regardless of the frame the group uses, journalists still control what will
be passed along to the public because of their ultimate ability to select the frame of their
liking (Callaghan & Schnell, 2001).

Framing and the Olympics
Framing research offers an excellent theoretical basis to study gender media
portrayal and the Olympic Games. The Olympics offer the high-water mark for exposure
for female Olympians. For women athletes, the Olympics has transformed into their twoweek Super Bowl (Ziegler, 2000). Nowhere in all of athletics is the female athlete more
visible than at the Olympics, when for two weeks the world casts its gaze upon the fittest
and finest women hailing from around the globe. While female athletes may captivate a
nation for a fortnight, they are often all too invisible in the four years between Olympic
Games. The Olympics’ worth as a testing ground is unmatched because researchers can
compare the portrayals of male and female Olympians in the same period, event and
media outlet (Hardin, Chance, et al., 2002). How male and female athletes are framed on
the most celebrated stage in international athletics should warrant scrutiny (Tuggle,
Huffman, & Rosengard, 2002).
The notoriety of the Olympics is not the only reason the Games offer a great
laboratory for framing and media portrayal research. Researchers also benefit from the
fact that very few people actually watch the Olympics in person. Because the vast
majority of people don’t see the Olympics with their own eyes, they must see the Games
through the eyes of the media. Sotirovic (2001) found with direct exposure to an event
lacking, frames are constructed by media accounts. The finding makes intuitive sense. If
11

one is not present to witness an event personally, media members serve as the eyes and
ears for the absent public. Because of the common use of frames by journalists, those
who did not experience an event in person are limited to the information contained within
the frame (Phalen & Algan, 2001).

Framing and the women’s movement
The previous section explained why the Olympics and framing offer a good
research match. However, why study framing and media gender portrayal of women?
Multiple researchers have found media portrayal for women is not equitable on different
levels (Eastman & Billings, 1999; Fink & Kensicki, 2002; Gissendanner, 1996; Higgs &
Weiller, 1994; Jones, Murrell, & Jackson, 1999; Lind & Salo, 2002; Phalen & Algan,
2001; Toohey, 1997; Tuggle, 1997; Tuggle et al., 2002; Urquhart & Crossman, 1999).
Phalen and Algan (2001) wrote that newspapers have historically sparsely and
shallowly covered news about women. Phalen and Algan (2001) found that in covering
the 1995 UN World Conference on Women journalists overly simplified complex
problems and avoided the culturally unfamiliar.
Lind and Salo (2002) found that feminists were framed differently from women as
a whole in their study of three years of broadcast content. The authors concluded that,
when compared to women as a whole, feminists are less often framed in a trivializing
manner, as victims, and more often as “having agency” (Lind & Salo, 2002, p. 223).
However, they also find that mentions of feminists are scarce in broadcast coverage and,
when they do appear in coverage, are more likely to be demonized (Lind & Salo, 2002).
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Because inequitable coverage for female athletes has been the historical norm,
framing can go a long way in explaining an unconscious, perhaps, but powerful media
hegemony fueled when “one frame is so dominant that people accept it without notice or
question” (Tankard, 2001, p. 97).
The power of hegemony and suffocation of competing ideas involved in framing
decisions has also concerned researchers. Miller and Riechert wrote:
The winning frame can so dominate that others are delegitimized and given no
credence in the media and public discourse. When this occurs the dominant frame
could be said to be acting hegemonically, rendering ‘natural’ the prevailing
definition of the situation (Miller & Riechert, 2001, p. 113).
In that vein, Entman (1993) argues that frames can be self-reinforcing. Dickerson
(2001) adds that deeply ingrained cultural ideas and expectations are prepackaged and
self contained in the way news events are framed by journalists. When the frame
encompasses traditional portrayals of the male-dominated world of athletics, female
athletes are left outside the frame. Traditionally, women Olympians have been hung like
wallpaper, existing but unnoticed, because the media portrayals have called attention to
the male athletes within the frame, deemed the only ones worth mentioning.

The ancient Games and the beginning of the modern Olympics
Before measuring the progression of media portrayals for female Olympians in
2004, we must stake out a starting point.
The ancient Olympics were first held in 776 B.C. on the plains of Olympia and
continued for nearly 12 centuries (International Olympic Committee, 2004b).
13

Hostility to female athletes proved alive and well in the ancient Games. It can be
tough to get a clear picture of the details surrounding the origins of women in the ancient
Olympics. Mythology and history often combine to form an inseparable brew in ancient
Greek history. However, the overriding theme of segregation and difference is not subtle.
“If you were a married woman caught trying to participate in the BC Olympics, or
even watch them, you were thrown to your death from the top of Mt. Typaeum” (Penner,
August 19, 2004).
The IOC presents a more amicable picture, though that still leaves room for
millenia of improvement. The ancient Olympics belonged to Greek, freeborn males, and
females, slaves and foreigners were excluded, though some exceptions were made for
women owning horses (IOC, July 2004b). Some historians say the Priestess of Demeter,
the goddess of fertility, was the only woman allowed at the ancient Games. Others
propose that married women were barred but young, virgin girls could watch the
Olympics along with the Priestess of Demeter (IOC, July 2004b).
“Women had separate Olympic games back then, with a 155-meter race pitting
the athletes of Sparta against the women of Athens. The Spartan women trained in the
nude with male athletes in the gymnasium” according to David Romano, senior research
scientist in the Mediterranean section of the University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology (O’Keefe, 2002).
Women didn’t get the nod to compete until the 1900 Games in Paris, and even
then participation was sparse (Lopiano, 2000). In 1900, 22 women, 2% of the 997 total
athletes, competed in tennis, equestrian, croquet, sailing, and golf (IOC, July 2004c).
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While the controversy in the present day swirls around whether it is a sign of
liberation or oppression as women Olympians pose in various states of undress to satisfy
the male gaze, the problem of attire in the Olympics of the early 20th century proved
entirely different. A 1908 newspaper article details how swimmer Annette Keller was
thrown into a Boston prison because her one-piece swimsuit didn’t conceal her thighs
(Bohl, 1996).
Anyone doubting the effects of framing should consider a media account of the
1928 Olympics. Perhaps the most powerful example of a purposive media frame in
Olympics literature can be found in a particularly harmful Harper’s Monthly Magazine
article focusing on the women’s 800-meter track race in the 1928 Games. The author did
not think women should compete in the 800, a mere two laps around the track, and
framed his article for maximum effect (Brennan, 1999). “Before us on the cinders lay 11
wretched women, some of whom couldn’t finish the race, and others who were carried
away” (Brennan, 1999, para. 11).
Photos of the race showed that portions of the account were not accurate, but the
damage had been done. Doctors were quoted in The London Daily Mail telling women
running in “feats of endurance” would “become old too soon” (Brennan, 1999, para. 10).
As the account spread, even legendary Notre Dame football coach Knute Rockne called
the event “a pitiful spectacle” (Brennan, 1999, para. 10). Women didn’t race any event
longer than 100 meters at the next Olympics in 1932 and didn’t return to the 800 for 32
years (Brennan, 1999).

15

Non-Olympic athletic framing research
It’s important to note that the Olympics serves as the greatest platform for female
Olympians. “It should be remembered that at no other time does public interest in female
athletes peak as high as during the Olympic Games” (Kinnick, 1998, p. 234). Media
outlets assign their best personnel to cover the Games. Many eyes will be reading or
watching for discriminatory portrayals of female athletes when the spotlight of the
Olympics shines the brightest.
However, how are women athletes being portrayed outside of that two-week
Olympic period every four years? “What happens in the Olympics may not be what
happens in daily life” (Eastman & Billings, 2000, p. 192). Therefore, it’s also useful to
gauge the day-to-day media portrayals which account for the vast majority of coverage.
Betty Friedan, executive director of Women, Men and Media, proposes that we
can use depictions in the media as a test for women’s perceived roles in society.
“Women’s representation in the media really is a kind of Rohrschach test of women’s
representation in society at large” (Women, Men and Media, 1999, para. 3).
Donna Lopiano, executive director of the Women’s Sports Foundation in 1996,
examines the media mythmakers’ historical struggle to frame women equitably. “We
know how to make Charles Barkley a hero, but nobody has yet to figure out the simple
image of the active women today” (Deford, 1996, para. 15).
Tuggle (1997) found that ESPN SportsCenter and CNN Sports Tonight devoted
93% of stories to male athletes in a four-week period in late summer 1995. In addition,
story length for male athletes averaged significantly longer than female athletes (Tuggle,
1997).
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Billings, Halone, and Denham analyzed broadcast commentary of the men’s and
women’s 2000 NCAA Final Four basketball tournament and found inequitable coverage
for the women’s telecasts (2002). In addition to men’s games generating nearly twice the
lines of commentary when compared to the women’s games, male athletes were more
likely described in athletic terms, whereas females were often described by peripheral
qualities (Billings et al., 2002). The authors also compared male and female
commentators and found “the differential nature of gender bias that is mediated among
broadcast commentators occurs irrespective of male or female commentator roles”
(Billings et al., 2002, p. 311).
However, Eastman and Billings (2001) find that network television anchors
treated male and female collegiate basketball players equally, though there were some
discrepancies with regard to race, in their commentary in their 1999 data set.
Other authors have conducted research into a powerful medium within the print
media – photography. If a picture is worth a thousand words then what messages do
sports photos send? Hardin, Lynn, Walsdorf, and Hardin (2002) attempted to answer that
question by analyzing photography frames within Sports Illustrated for Kids. The authors
found that a diet of male-dominated sport hegemony was served to the children reading
the magazine. Hardin, Lynn, et al. (2002) find “a clear pattern of differential
photographic treatment of gender” which has perhaps worsened since the much
celebrated 1996 Olympics of the female athlete (p. 353).
In a non-Olympic study of Sports Illustrated, the leading sports magazine in the
world, and Sports Illustrated for Women, Fink and Kensicki analyzed both articles and
photos from 1997 to 1999 and found troubling gender portrayals in both (2002). The
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authors found an inequitable lack of coverage for women, a majority of women’s
coverage devoted to “sex appropriate” sports and an abundance of non-action photos of
female athletes in Sports Illustrated (Fink & Kensicki, 2002). Although quantitatively
coverage of female athletes proved better in Sports Illustrated for Women, there were still
qualitative concerns as traditional stereotypes persisted in the articles and non-action
shots made up the majority of photographs (Fink & Kensicki, 2002).
Knight and Giuliano (2001) tested reader attitudes about stories featuring male
and female athletes in which some of the articles were manipulated to conform to a
physical attractiveness frame. The authors found that readers were less likely to like the
subjects of either gender if the story was focused on physical attractiveness (Knight &
Giuliano, 2001). Knight and Giuliano found that print media coverage does effectively
shape public opinion by use of framing decisions (2001).

Olympic print research
Newspaper and magazine journalism enjoys a certain prestige as an information
source, a swagger that broadcast news doesn’t command. Newspapers and magazines
tend to send their best writers to cover the Olympics. The Olympics is considered such a
newsworthy and prestigious event many of the finest writers who rarely cover athletics
otherwise hop planes and don passports to put their unique stamp on the world’s largest
sporting event. The presence of so many of the world’s finest journalists covering the
same event at the same time also beckons researchers to analyze the content of that
Olympic coverage.
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As part of their role to serve as the eyes and ears of those who cannot attend the
Olympics, print journalists are charged with relating the story of the Games to the
audience. “One role of the newspaper is to reflect society and give it a voice” (Urquhart
& Crossman, 1999, p. 198). Female athletes’ voices have been hushed in comparison to
their male counterparts in newspaper coverage for most of the 108 years of the modern
Olympics. However, traditionally female athletes receive less coverage than males and
garner coverage skewed more heavily to sports historically viewed as feminine (Kinnick,
1998). While, on the whole, the following print research shows print media portrayals of
women Olympians progressing toward equality as the timeline sprints to 2004,
unbelievable exceptions still pop up in coverage.
Urquhart and Crossman (1999) provided the research with the longest duration,
giving us a chance to look at the Globe and Mail’s, considered Canada’s national
newspaper, coverage of the winter Olympic Games from 1924 through 1992. Though the
lot of female athletes displayed improvement throughout the period, coverage left much
to be desired as their research showed the Globe and Mail’s coverage proved scant on
female coverage and female journalists, often depicted women in gender appropriate
sports, and buried coverage on females in the back of the paper (Urquhart & Crossman,
1999).
Welky (1997) studied print media coverage of the 1932 Olympics and found the
amount and quality of coverage strongly favored male athletes. The mythmakers in the
press used traditional values frames of women in coverage of the 1932 Games. “The
media’s vision dictated that women be trivialized and subordinated to men” (Welky,
1997, p. 27). Welky found the predominant stereotypes when women Olympians did
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receive coverage, including a preoccupation with descriptions of femininity and female
roles, a tendency to mention the marital status of women athletes, and favoring “female”
appropriate sports (1997).
Gissendanner (1996) qualitatively researched media portrayals of African
American female Olympians in the black and white press from 1932 to 1968. Early in the
study, the black press covered African American female Olympians with frequently
gender-biased frames while the white press ignored minority athletes (Gissendanner,
1996). Gissendanner (1996) detected a change in the white press in both amount and
content of coverage corresponding with the rise of Cold War tensions. She found that
negative stereotypes became reserved for Russian female Olympians and coverage
quantitatively and qualitatively improved for African American female Olympians as
they became increasingly important to the U.S. medal count. Wilma Rudolph became the
first African American Olympian enjoying widespread coverage in both the black and
white press. Gissendanner (1996) proposed that Rudolph’s universally positive coverage
reflected the frames chosen by the white press, even if they had to distort portions of her
story to achieve the rosy coverage. The end of the content analysis in 1968 showed that
African American women were again thrust off the stage by media coverage focusing on
racial tensions and a possible boycott.
Duncan (1990) analyzed photos in magazines from the 1984 and 1988 Olympics
to see if the images emphasized female difference from male athletes. Consistent with
framing theory, Duncan (1990) found that “despite their apparent realism and objectivity,
however, photographs are never neutral renderings of images” (p. 23). She posits that
female difference was framed in photographs by focusing on physical appearance in
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posed photos, photos suggesting sexual availability, body position, emotional displays,
camera angle, and visual groupings (Duncan, 1990).
In perhaps one of the best pieces of research regarding newspaper coverage of the
Olympics and gender bias and the inspiration for much of this study, Kinnick (1998)
studied feature articles written about 1996 Olympians in five major dailies. Kinnick
found that female athletes received favorable treatment in some areas, like page layout
and article prominence (1998). Bias appeared with regard to mentions of marital status,
descriptions of physical appearance, and displays of emotion (Kinnick, 1998). She found
equitable portrayals for female athletes with regard to descriptions of aggression, action
photos, and coverage outside “feminine sports” (Kinnick, 1998, p. 233). Kinnick
concludes, “Several remarkable examples of bias notwithstanding, this study provides a
more positive milestone in the gender bias literature than previous inquiries” (Kinnick,
1998, p. 234).
Jones et al. (1999) studied magazine and newspaper coverage of women’s goldmedal winning teams from the 1996 and 1998 Olympics. The research found coverage of
all five of the gold-medal winning teams contained gender-stereotyped comments, with a
higher percentage occurring in traditionally “feminine” sports like gymnastics (Jones et
al., 1999).
Hardin, Chance, et al. (2002) analyzed photos of male and female 2000
Olympians in five daily newspapers with an eye toward comparing the results of a
portion of Kinnick’s (1998) study of the 1996 Games. Like Kinnick, the authors found
overall improvement in equitable photo portrayal of female athletes. Hardin, Chance, et
al., found that four of the five papers actually overrepresented women Olympians
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compared to rates of participation in the Games (2002). In a notable and rare finding,
women received a fair percentage of “dominant” photos and were depicted more often
than men in team sports (Hardin, Chance, et al., 2002). The authors did find that females
were overrepresented in “aesthetic” sports.
However, in 2000, Australian women Olympians resorted to offering a list of
hints to reporters covering the Games to “drop descriptives like ‘curvaceous’, ‘cute’,
‘princess’, ‘petite’ and ‘moody’” (Browne, 2000, para. 3).
In a prequel to a controversy also lingering in 2004, photos of women athletes as
sex objects cranked up the debate on the appropriateness of posing for such photos.
Magowan writes of magazine images of 2000 female Olympians in varying states
of undress, including high jumper Amy Acuff, swimmer Jenny Thompson and the
Australian women’s soccer team (2000). “It’s no coincidence that this fascination with
women athletes as soft-core porn stars comes as women are making enormous strides in
achieving parity with men in the Olympics. One step forward, two long jumps back”
(Magowan, 2000, para. 4).
Amy Taylor, photographed nude with the Australian soccer team in 2000, offered
a comment not likely to diminish the debate concerning homophobia in sport. “We
wanted to prove we’re not all butch lesbians. We are attractive, feminine girls who play
soccer” (O’Keefe, 2000). Swimmer Ashley Tappin dismissed criticism of female athletes
posing for such photos as “a bunch of bull” before continuing, “We’re healthy. We’re fit.
And we’re not just cute; we do good things with our bodies. They are functional. Why
not show them off?” (O’Keefe, 2000).
In her article appearing in the Denver Post, Armstrong (2000) observed:
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These are the Games in which we finally came full circle. The athletes ran around
naked in the first Olympics, back before fig leafs became bikini bottoms, and
they’re naked at these Olympics, too. At least on the newsstands (para. 3).
The female athlete as an object of sexual desire isn’t a new phenomenon. Some
observers argue that there has been a shift in the classification of the female athlete as a
sex object. While the sentiment is far from universal, it appears from comments like those
above that the newest generation of female athletes is more comfortable with the sex
symbol spotlight than their predecessors of only 10 years ago (O’Keefe, 2000). The
larger question asks not whether this display of personal freedom is appropriate but if this
increased acceptance of sexual objectification by female athletes came about because it is
the only spotlight available to them.

Olympic television research
It’s important to note that the packaged Olympics families see on their television
screens are the result of purposive media frames constructed by the network holding
broadcast rights. While the more scripted commentary edited by the network brass tends
to reflect more balanced gender portrayals, the frames the networks use are primarily
concocted to make the Olympics more salient to the viewing public. Therefore, it’s not
equality that drives the frames but an attempt to increase ratings to satisfy the network’s
guarantees to advertisers.
Creedon’s 1994 study reports that women’s events were first broadcast into
American homes in 1960 (as cited in Tuggle & Owen, 1999). Women’s participation,
television rights fees, and ratings have exploded since 1960. “More than 300 television
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channels provided 35,000 hours of dedicated Olympic Games coverage over 17 days,
delivering images from Athens 2004 to an unduplicated audience of 3.9 billion people in
220 countries and territories” (IOC, 2004a, para. 1).
Media professionals realize the power of the Games to stir the consciousness,
stoke nationalistic fires and bring families together, a rarity in television programming. “I
don’t care what people say about Olympic ratings – it’s the last single event that puts the
whole family in front of the television set … The Olympics, at one time or another, grabs
all of them,” NBC sports chief Dick Ebersol said (Wise, 2004, paras. 28-29). Peter
Gardiner, the chief media officer of media-buying agency Deutsch Inc., said, “There are
so few water cooler shows these days, but every day is devoted to a half-hour of talking
about the Olympics” (Sandomir, 2004, para. 9). Billings and Eastman write:
No other television event is remotely like an Olympic telecast. Dominating 17
consecutive nights of Nielsen ratings and stirring social consciousness around the
world, the Olympics represents a mix of nationalism, internationalism, sport, and
human drama unmatched by any other event (Billings & Eastman, 2003, p. 569).
Such an assessment is illustrated by what occurred during and after the unlikely victory
of the U.S. hockey team against the Soviet Union in 1980. Dubbed the “Miracle on Ice,”
the event bathed a captivated nation in patriotism and spawned a movie two decades after
the fact.
While the language broadcasters use to describe the Olympic effect is euphoric,
the language critics use to describe portrayal of female Olympians is often far less
glowing. Eastman and Billings (1999) find that the lack of equitable media portrayal
extends beyond the amount of television time devoted to women athletes to the type of
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coverage they receive. Their research finds that the framing choices television
commentators use in describing the feats of female Olympians have often marginalized
and degraded athletic achievement. Different frames are often used in broadcast
portrayals of male athletes, usually with less deleterious effects.
Toohey’s (1997) analysis of Australian television coverage of the 1988 and 1992
Olympic Games finds that the amount of coverage for female Olympians still
significantly lagged behind their male counterparts but ranked much higher than the
anemic television time given women outside the grand stage of the Games.
Higgs and Weiller (1994) undertook a quantitative and qualitative analysis of
NBC’s coverage of the 1992 Olympics and found that the amount of television time
given to female Olympians offered reason for optimism but challenges in the quality of
that coverage remained. The authors also found that females in team sports or power
sports were less likely to be featured than women in “feminine” sports (Higgs & Weiller,
1994). Qualitatively, Higgs and Weiller proposed that sexist descriptors and a tendency to
focus on personality rather than athletic ablility was found more often in coverage of
female Olympians (1994).
Daddario proposed that NBC’s use of feminine narrative form, a common
technique in producing soap operas, in constructing its media frame of the 1992
Olympics offered promise for female inclusion in traditionally male-dominated coverage
(1997). She found that NBC cast women into dramatic roles through emphasis on
interpersonal conflict and return from personal setbacks (Daddario, 1997).
Eastman and Billings (1999) studied one of the purposive frames developed by
NBC in 1996, as the network hyped the Atlanta Olympics as the “Games of the Women.”
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In particular, their study analyzed the 1996 Games and the sandwiching winter Olympics
of 1994 and 1998 to see if women’s portrayals actually reflected NBC’s promotional
frame. The authors found that the media-constructed frame didn’t completely reflect
reality, as “women athletes were less salient in 1996 than in 1994 and 1998” (Eastman &
Billings, 1999, p. 165). There were positive findings, however, with regard to lack of
stereotypical commentary, proportion of prime-time minutes devoted to female athletes
and the number of medal events receiving prime-time coverage (Eastman & Billings,
1999).
Tuggle and Owen (1999) also analyzed NBC’s television coverage of the 1996
Olympics. The authors found “media coverage of women in sports is improving and
changes evidenced by NBC’s Olympic coverage are noteworthy” (Tuggle & Owen, 1999,
p. 180). The proportion of coverage focusing on female Olympians was actually greater
than their medal success warranted, but women in traditionally “feminine” sports were
more likely to receive coverage (Tuggle & Owen, 1999).
NBC sports chief Dick Ebersol admits the network’s biggest mistake in 1996 was
not covering more of the U.S. women’s softball team (Ziegler, 2000).
A common theme in several studies undertaken after the 1996 “Games of the
Women” arose in Tuggle et al. (2002) as the authors attempted to see if the progression
of media portrayals continued post-Atlanta. Tuggle et al. (2002) found men received
more overall coverage by host network NBC, especially when team sports are analyzed,
and that the proportion of coverage devoted to women actually decreased slightly from
1996. However, if coverage was based solely on the medal count, U.S. female athletes
were slightly overrepresented (Tuggle et al., 2002).
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The salience of women’s athletes rose in 2000, with superstar Marion Jones
driving the climb with her magnificent performance at the Sydney Games. While the
high-profile Jones headlined the U.S. team in 2000, a woman, Cathy Freeman, also took
the spotlight for the host team of Australia (Armstrong, 2000). In fact, Freeman lit the
spotlight after being awarded the honor of igniting the Olympic flame during the opening
ceremony.
However, the improvement never seems to be linear or universal, a common
theme that arises in a chronological analysis of both print and broadcast coverage. While
Jones and Freeman were treated first and foremost as athletes and not women in 2000,
research conducted on the 2002 winter Olympics showed a chillier portrayal. Billings and
Eastman’s (2003) study of NBC’s coverage of the 2002 winter Olympics in Salt Lake
City found significantly more time on the broadcast devoted to male athletes.

The Games return home to Athens — the 2004 Olympics
In many ways, the 2004 Athens Olympics represented a zenith for women
athletes. The percentage of female Olympians has increased in each summer Games since
1960. The trend of increased participation for female Olympians had been picking up
steam since 1976, when women accounted 20.7% of Olympians, in the first Games after
Title IX (IOC, 2001). In 1972, women accounted for 14.8% of competitors at the Munich
Games. The year provides a unique benchmark for comparison with later Olympics
because Title IX was passed in 1972. Title IX, a portion of the federal Education
Amendments passed in 1972, sought to ensure that all people regardless of gender had
equal access to all facets of public-funded education, including sports programs (Murray,
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2002). As recently as the 1984 Olympics, women only accounted for 23% of the world’s
Olympians (IOC, July 2004a). The 1988 Seoul Games saw women account for 25.8% of
competitors, a small increase. The trend continued as women accounted for 28.8% of
competitors in 1992. Atlanta’s oft-cited “Games of the Women” in 1996 saw the
percentage of female Olympians break 30% for the first time as women accounted for
34.2 percent of athletes. Sydney’s 2000 Games upped the percentage to 38.2% women
(IOC, 2001).
The IOC trumpets the 2004 Athens Olympics as “the most inclusive sporting
event in history” (2004b, para. 1). At least as far as the Olympics are concerned, numbers
back up that claim. “Athletes from 201 countries participated in the 2004 Olympic
Games, the largest athlete delegation in Olympic history” (IOC, 2004b, para. 2). Women
comprised 41% of the 11,047 athletes in Athens (Shipley, 2004). The parity on the U.S.
team in 2004 ranked even more impressive, with 278 men and 260 women donning the
red, white, and blue (Harvey, 2004), a percentage of 52% and 48%, respectively.
Participation not only increased for female Olympians in 2004 among western
nations, but trailblazing women from many nations traditionally hostile to women’s sport
broke down barriers in the birthplace of the Games. In 2004, only five nations, all
Muslim countries, failed to send a female athlete to the Games (Harvey, 2004). The 2004
numbers mark significant improvement from the last two summer Games, when 26
nations did not send a female athlete in 1996 and nine teams were all male in 2000
(Harvey, 2004).
As recently as the 1996 Olympics, distance runner Algerian Hassiba Boulmerka
received death threats from militant Islamic groups for competing unveiled (Bohl, 1996).
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In an example of the favorable shifts in women’s participation in the 2004 Games,
women took places on the Afghanistan, Kuwait and Kiribati teams for the first time
(Shipley, 2004).
“For five years, Robina Muqimyar could not leave her house to run while the
Taliban ruled Afghanistan. Friday, she wore shocking green tights and a white T-shirt to
the track” (Robbins, 2004, para. 1). Bahrain’s Rakia al-Gassra, Somalia’s Fartun Abukar
Omar, and Kuwait’s Danah al-Nasrallah all competed in the women’s 100, unfathomable
not so long ago (Robbins, 2004). Samira Bitar became Bahrain’s first female Olympic
swimmer in 2004. Bahrain’s athletic committee made plans to bring a female swimmer to
the 2000 Games, “but a week before she was to leave … religious leaders visited her
parents and warned them against their daughter’s appearing in front of so many people in
a swimsuit. The young woman stayed home” (Zinser, 2004, para. 6).
In 2004, women competed in wrestling for the first time, ran the marathon along
the mythic route, and threw the shot at Olympia, hallowed ground for males only during
the ancient Games (Shipley, 2004). There were also promising signs moving toward
equality at the highest levels of athletics management in 2004. Gianna AngelopoulosDaskalaki, the president of Athens 2004, became the first woman to preside over the
organizing committee of a summer Olympics (Shipley, 2004, para. 8). Peter Roby,
director of Northeastern University’s Center for Sport in Society, commented on the way
female athletes have become ingrained in the sports culture. “Women in sports is not a
novelty anymore. Title IX was 30 years ago. You’ve seen great women athletes perform
in the years since, so the idea of a woman in sports is part of the culture now” (Roberts,
2004, para. 12).
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Across the world, the 2004 Games’ return to Athens resonated as people tuned
into the 17-day spectacular in droves that made overjoyed television networks with rights
to the broadcast. Through NBC’s strategy of providing multiple avenues of Olympic
coverage utilizing Telemundo, MSNBC, CNBC, USA, Bravo, and the HDTV feed,
Americans were offered “an unprecedented 1,210 hours of Olympics television coverage
over 17 days—more than the last five Summer Olympics combined” (Wise, 2004, para.
5). The 2004 Olympics proved to be the global event of the summer. Perhaps NBC sports
chief Dick Ebersol said it best. “I live more than anything to produce the Games” (Wise,
2004, para. 3). Ebersol’s life’s work dominated all 17 nights of ratings in 2004, proving
tops in all 101 half hours of prime time (IOC, 2004a).
While the modern Games have always been newsworthy, usually both
athletically, politically, and culturally, it’s not always a safe bet that networks can fulfill
all their ratings promises to advertisers. The ratings for the 2000 Sydney games were the
lowest since 1968, a fact which makes the robust ratings for the 2004 Games even more
impressive (Wise, 2004). NBC had reason to be thrilled with its return on its hefty $793
million rights pricetag for the 2004 Games as the network projected a profit of between
$60 million and $70 million as its broadcast captured the hearts of American viewers
(Wise, 2004, August 28a). NBC exceeded promises made to advertisers as “196 million
‘unique’ viewers … watched the Olympics in all parts of the day, on all of its networks. It
was a greater figure than for any Summer or Winter Games conducted outside the United
States” (Sandomir, 2004, para. 6). The majority of those “unique” viewers are women,
despite NBC’s slicing of personality profiles by 60%, a feature female viewers tend to
like (Stewart, 2004). NBC wasn’t the only financial winner, as its healthy revenues paled
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in comparison to the jaw-dropping $1.47 billion collected by the IOC in global television
rights to the 2004 Athens Games (IOC, 2004a, para. 19).
The networks packaging their Olympics production enjoyed good fortune during
the most recent Olympics, but did media portrayals of female athletes enjoy the same
improvement? The general consensus of the literature reviewing the modern Olympics is
that both opportunity and portrayal for female Olympians has been moving toward, but
not yet reaching, parity. While spectacular exceptions still occur, even a basic analysis of
media portrayals of female Olympians from the last decade compared with the early
years of the modern Games represents sizeable progress, certainly in the amount of
coverage and, on the whole, qualitatively.
Neither culturally, figuratively nor sexually has the woman who plays sports in
America ever been accepted. Barely was she tolerated; when not the pariah, the
female athlete was the oxymoron. What, then, has happened in the last generation
to women in sports has been nothing short of revolutionary – and those who
would seek to understand the 21st-century woman dismiss fun and games at their
peril (Deford, 1996, para. 1).
No one can question that progress has been made both in opportunities for
females and in their media portrayal. However, before we as a society pat ourselves on
the backs and declare the job complete, one would be wise to scan the complete
environment of the 2004 Olympics. Perhaps the 1996 and 2000 Olympics set a literal
gold standard for U.S. women Olympians in the athletic arena. For whatever reason, the
2004 U.S. women didn’t quite match the performance set in the previous two Olympiads
(United States Olympic Committee list of 2004 U.S. Olympic medalists, 2004).
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Olympic historian David Wallechinsky reports on the underachievement of the
American women on the field of play in 2004. He highlights the success of the U.S.
women’s basketball and softball teams but points out that the traditional gold mines of
women’s track and field and swimming fell far off their 2000 performances for unknown
reasons (Penner, August 29, 2004). Of course, some would say that progress has been
measured for female Olympians simply because their achievements in the athletic realm
were being studied at all.
In the 2004 Games, several women Olympians stoked up controversy after
seeking recognition of a different kind. Gender portrayal in magazine photography
proved to be one of the great controversies of the 2004 Olympics. However, the
controversial magazine sample veered from the standard content analyses of Time,
Newsweek, or Sports Illustrated. Carrying over a trend from the 2000 Olympics in
Sydney, Australia, several women Olympians added disrobing to the list of events.
Unlike male professional athletes in popular sports, female Olympians do not
enjoy such an earnings window. Already barred from the American consciousness with
the exception of two weeks every four years, some female Olympians chose to capitalize
on that small earnings window by posing in Playboy (Roberts, 2004). Playboy model and
Olympic high jumper Amy Acuff was blunt. “I did it for the financial aspect. It’s really
hard to make that kind of money in the real world” (Drape, 2004, 12). Swimmer Haley
Cope posed for Playboy and brushes aside criticism that she set Title IX back 20 years.
“It’s a woman’s decision,” she said. “I’m proud of it” (Svrluga, 2004, para. 7). Drape
concludes that a generation gap among women Olympians exists, the divide can be
clearly seen in opinions about posing for such magazines (2004). “Now, female athletes
32

are showing off their bodies in nonsports magazines and making no apologies for it”
(Drape, 2004, para. 5).
Some members of the current generation of female Olympians remain cool to the
idea. Softball pitcher Jennie Finch, named one of People magazine’s 50 most beautiful
people, offers “I’m here to win a gold medal and to compete on the mound. At times it
can get a little frustrating. You want to be known for what you do on the field” (Drape,
2004, para. 19).
David Romano, senior research scientist in the Mediterranean section of the
University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, wonders if the
Olympics haven’t come full circle. “It’s totally within the ancient tradition of being proud
of your physically attuned body to show off what you’ve spent years and years to
produce” (O’Keefe, 2000). Penner wrote that efforts by the Athens Olympic organizing
committee to ban the local sale of an Olympic edition of Playboy, featuring nude photos
of Acuff, Cope, and others performing such activities as running and carrying an
Olympic torch, would have never played in Athens 2,800 years ago (Penner, August 21,
2004).
Penner quipped that “Playboy’s target audience went out and bought tickets for
beach volleyball” instead (Penner, August 21, 2004, paras. 1-2). One of the great equality
controversies of the 2004 Games proved to be the presence of the “Fun Girls” at the party
venue of the Olympics, beach volleyball (Abrahamson, 2004). “The topic hanging over
these Games, particularly this venue, that nobody wants to talk about is sex” (Wilbon,
2004, para. 9).
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They’re out on the court again, shaking their spectacular stuff with enough energy
to hit about 9.5 on the Richter scale. It’s the kind of performance that gets you in
touch with your inner dirty old man, and calls into serious question the whole
concept of monogamy, matrimony, the whole morality hoo-ha (Carlson, 2004,
para. 27).
Female Olympians wrestled with the question, too. “I think some people don’t
like the dancing girls and the way they dress but we’re on the beach. It’s different”
Norway beach volleyball captain Kathrine Maaseide said (Carlson, 2004, para. 14).
Australian Nicole Sanderson, a beach volleyball player author Wilbon describes as
“yummy,” is no big fan of the “Fun Girls” (Wilbon, 2004, para. 7). Sanderson insulted
the Fun Girls and later spiked a ball into the middle of their dance routine. While
Sanderson described the Fun Girls as “a little bit offensive” a journalist pointed out that
her own “bikini bottom is the width of dental floss” (Wilbon, 2004, para. 7).
Should we chalk it up as progress because the controversy is about dancers and
not how underrepresented women are in the 2004 Games? Or do we wonder why bikiniclad dancing women are required to designate a venue as the fan favorite?
Despite the hard-earned miles traveled since the Games of modern founder de
Coubertin, traditional stereotypes still crop up in coverage of female Olympians. A
section of Olympic notes in the Los Angeles Times offered that Tina Thompson, the
second-leading scorer for the U.S. women’s basketball team, always applies maroon
lipstick before each game, a tradition that dates from her collegiate days at USC (Yoon,
2004).

34

Jackie Joyner-Kersee, one of the finest heptathletes in history, offered a veteran’s
perspective on media portrayal of women’s athletes. “A woman in sport now receive (sic)
the same recognition as a man. But she needs to work twice as hard as a man in order to
gain it” (Bohl, 1996, para. 4).
The struggles of the professional sports leagues launched following the “Games
of Women” mirror Joyner-Kersee’s comments. “After the Atlanta Games, five
professional women’s leagues were formed, but only one remains” (Roberts, 2004, para.
8).
So we’re left with a fuller picture of the environment surrounding media gender
portrayal and the 2004 Olympics. As previously mentioned, the literature holds that the
amount and quality of the coverage devoted to female Olympians seems to be improving
overall. But the literature also provides signposts signifying there is much room for
improvement, as this selection from The Washington Post demonstrates.
Hey, there are plenty of sweaty and presumably hunky guys posing for
magazines, too; you’re just not going to read about them in this space. A few
overly righteous American women sportswriters have rained on the whole thing,
which will not change for one second the fact that people watch the Olympics in
part for the sports and in part to see who’s hot (Wilbon, 2004, para. 10).
Faced with such muddled and contradictory evidence, how does one determine a
true gauge of the progress of female athletes in their race for equality in media
portrayals? This study proposes three research questions and seven hypotheses to test
media portrayals in three of the most respected newspapers in the U.S. The research
cannot offer a global view of gender portrayal in newspaper Olympic coverage or be
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generalized across even all the papers in the U.S. However, the research should provide
insight as to the presence or absence of familiar framing devices coloring portrayal of
2004 Olympians in three of the leading newspapers in the U.S.
All the research questions and hypotheses relate to a sample of 420 stories
gathered from The New York Times, The Washington Post and Los Angeles Times.

Research questions
Research question 1: Are female journalists more likely to feature a female athlete than
male journalists?
Does the gender of the journalist correspond to the gender of the subject? If such
a correspondence exists, there are implications if there is a significant difference in the
number of male and female journalists. At least one study found that male and female
journalists cover women’s issues differently (Phalen & Algan, 2001). Therefore, the
gender of reporters and their subjects is important to any study of framing and gender
portrayal of male and female Olympians.

Research question 2: Will coaches be more likely to be quoted in stories featuring female
athletes than those featuring male athletes?

Research question 3: Will age inappropriate terms (e.g. girls) be used to describe female
athletes more often than male athletes?
Past research has identified women being described in age inappropriate terms
(Higgs & Weiller, 1994; Kinnick, 1998; Welky, 1997).
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Hypotheses
Hypothesis 1: The number of men’s bylines will be greater than the number of
articles featuring women’s bylines.
Previous research finds that the gender of the journalist can influence the type of
frame used in the story (Urquhart & Crossman, 1999). “The role of the reporter is
critically important in framing issues related to gender and sport” (Kinnick, 1998, p.
234).

Hypothesis 2: The number of stories featuring men will be greater than the number of
articles featuring women.
Research by Urquhart and Crossman (1999) and Fink and Kensicki (2002)
discusses the disparity in the amount of coverage given to women compared to men.

Hypothesis 3: The number of stories featuring male teams will be greater than the number
of articles featuring female teams.
A wealth of research has found women’s team sports are historically
underrepresented in media coverage (Fink & Kensicki, 2002; Hardin, Chance et al., 2002;
Higgs & Weiller, 1994; Jones et al., 1999; Tuggle et al., 2002; Tuggle & Owen, 1999;
Tuggle, 1997; Welky, 1997). “Kane (1989) found that women who participated in more
‘feminine’ or ‘socially accepted’ sports such as tennis or golf received significantly more
coverage than women competing in less accepted sports such as softball or basketball”
(Tuggle, 1997, para. 6).
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Hypothesis 4: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain references
to marital/dating status than those articles featuring male athletes.
Unequitable references to marital or dating status have cropped up in past
research (Daddario, 1997; Kinnick, 1998; Fink & Kensicki, 2002; Lind & Salo, 2002;
Welky, 1997).

Hypothesis 5: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain references
to family than those articles featuring male athletes.
Researchers have found women’s status as parents often provides a framing
mechanism for media coverage (Daddario, 1997; Higgs & Weiller, 1994; Kinnick, 1998).
Additionally, female athletes tend to be defined by their roles as daughters and sisters
more often than their male counterparts as sons and brothers.

Hypothesis 6: Articles featuring male athletes will be more likely to quote the featured
athlete than articles featuring female athletes.
Studies show that media accounts tend to quote males more often than females
(Tuggle, 1997; Tuggle et al., 2002).

Hypothesis 7: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain
descriptions of physical attractiveness and appearance than articles featuring male
athletes.
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Researchers have found females are more often described by physical appearance
than males (Jones et al., 1999, Kinnick, 1998).
In considering the above research questions and hypotheses, there are some
important benchmark comparisons to consider with regard to gender percentages in this
research. Internationally, women comprised 41% of the 11,047 athletes competing in the
2004 Olympics (Shipley, 2004). Women accounted for 48% of the U.S. team (Harvey,
2004). Additionally, an analysis of the 2004 U.S. gold medal count of 35 shows male
athletes accounted for 65.7% of gold-medal performances, compared to 34.3% for female
athletes. When expanding the analysis to all gold, silver, and bronze U.S. medals in the
2004 Olympics, men accounted for 56.3% of all medals, compared to 40.8% for females.
It should be noted that the remaining 2.9% of all U.S. medals in 2004 were won by mixed
gender equestrian teams.
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III. Method

Determining the data set
This research uses a data set drawn from three premier national newspapers in
The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times. These
newspapers represent three of the top five on the U.S. list with regard to circulation.
While not a replication, this research is based on ideas brought forth by Kinnick’s study
of newspaper portrayals of 1996 female Olympians (Kinnick, 1998).
Each of the trio of newspapers has been studied in previous framing and content
analysis research (Kinnick, 1998; Bantimaroudis & Ban, 2001; Dickerson, 2001; Hardin,
Chance et al., 2002; Jasperson et al., 1998; Jones et al., 1999; Phalen & Algan, 2001).
Content analysis is a valuable way to study the meaning of the communicated
message, not necessarily the communicator or audience (Kassarjian, 1977). In order to
design a study that would supplement the body of research, care was taken to design a
content analysis study that met Kassarjian’s (1977) characteristics of objectivity,
systematization, and quantification. Content analysis has been used previously to
examine gender bias in sports newspaper coverage (Pedersen, Whisenant, & Schneider,
2003).
Kinnick decided to use The New York Times, The Washington Post, and Los
Angeles Times in her research because they are put on the pedestal of excellence in
journalism (1998). All three of these papers are industry leaders because of their financial
ability to hire the best reporters, editors, and designers. Because smaller papers model
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their operations and even editorial decisions after these mammoths of U.S. journalism,
each of the three papers exhibits an importance and reach beyond its immediate audience.
The unit of analysis for this research is the story, a unit previously used in framing
research by de Vreese et al. (2001) and Hardin (2004).
The author chose to narrow the focus to August 13-29, 2004, the 17 days from the
Olympic opening ceremony to the closing ceremony, though stories solely about either
ceremony were not included in the data set. The time period mirrors Kinnick’s 16-day
window of analysis for the 1996 Olympics (1998). While this period eliminates some
Olympic preview and summary stories worthy of study, it offers a defined period
allowing for a workable data set. The period spans every day of 2004 Games competition,
assuring no sport coverage would be left out.
The articles were retrieved using a Lexis Nexis Academic guided newspaper
search. The same search engine and procedures were used for all three newspapers. The
Lexis Nexis Academic newspaper search was utilized by performing a guided search.
To refine the search, “Arts and Sports News” served as the news category and
“Sports News” as the news source. Search terms used were “Olympic” or “Olympics,”
and the full text of the stories was searched. For the final step in the guided search three
separate searches using each of the three newspapers—The New York Times, The
Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times—were performed.
The Lexis Nexis Academic guided search returned more than a sufficient number
of stories to study. The search of The New York Times returned 239 stories. The search of
The Washington Post returned 405 stories. The search of the Los Angeles Times returned
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339 stories. Kinnick used a total data set of 170 personality profiles from five newspapers
in her 1996 research (1998).
After reading the stories in the preliminary data set it became clear more
definitive parameters were needed to separate the wheat from the chaff. The following
research definitions and guidelines were used to cull the articles into a workable and
useful data set.
Only stories listing an author’s byline were included. This step removed all stories
from outside news services. The presence of a byline also served as an indicator of the
degree of importance the newspaper placed on an event or topic. The stories authored by
news services sliced from the data set were usually a compendium of the day’s results
spanning many different events, which could be viewed as events the newspaper didn’t
deem important enough to assign a writer to cover. In cases where assisting writers are
listed, the story was coded by the gender of the main author. In the rare case of a story
where a second author was listed as a bylined equal, another coding item was added to
code for the gender of the second author.
The subject of each article also determined which stories were included. All the
stories included featured a current Olympian competing in the 2004 Summer Games as
its subject. Unlike Kinnick’s study (1998) which analyzed just feature-based personality
profiles, the articles in this research could be written as a feature or event coverage as
long as the subject was a current Olympian.
In that vein, articles featuring coaches, family members of current Olympians or
former Olympians as the main subject were not included in the data set. In keeping with
this directive, articles focusing on other tangential issues without an athlete as the
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primary subject were discarded. For example, articles written solely about the host city,
doping issues, judging controversies, security, political feuds, or opening/closing
ceremonies were not included unless the author used a current athlete as the main subject
in discussing that topic.
While this distinction sometimes proved muddy, it was necessary and applied
evenly to articles from all three newspapers. For example, a story about the
inconsistencies in gymnastics judging was not included. However, a story about how the
controversy affected men’s gold gymnastics all-around winner Paul Hamm was included
in the data set.
Only stories measuring 300 words or more were included, as counted by Lexis
Nexis Academic in the preliminary information before the text of the story. While this
decision excluded some interesting vignettes featuring athletes, the 300-word cutoff
served as another indication of how much importance the newspaper placed on an event
or topic. An analysis of those discarded stories under 300 words showed few proved
suitable for inclusion into the data set. The stories with fewer than 300 words were often
non-bylined news service short news stories, false reads not actually about the Olympics,
references to the Olympic television schedule, photo cutlines or captions for graphics.
The number of bylined, athlete-centered news stories discarded because of the 300-word
minimum was insignificant.
Many articles selected had an athlete or team as its subject before moving on to
discuss other athletes/teams. Some stories used entire teams as the subject--softball,
women’s soccer, men’s basketball, etc.
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Applying these research definitions to the entire data set offered a revised sample
from The New York Times (n=133), The Washington Post (n=119), and Los Angeles
Times (n=168) more germane to the hypotheses for a census of 420 articles.

Coding procedure
Though slower and more labor intensive, manual coding offered the best way to
test the proposed research questions and hypotheses. Manual coding necessitated thinning
the census of 420 stories to a more workable data set of 210 stories. This was
accomplished by systematically pulling every sixth story from the census of 420 stories
(story 6, 12, 18, 24, 30, etc.) until 210 stories comprised a reduced data set for manual
coding and analysis.
A coding sheet was designed to measure all research questions and hypotheses
(see appendix 1). A coding book to guide an independent coder was also designed (see
appendix 2). After the author self tested the coding sheet and coding book using a sample
of articles in the data set, the coding sheet and coding book were slightly adjusted for
clarity and ease of coding. In its final form, the coding sheet offered 12 items designed to
measure each research question and hypothesis posed by the study.
Before an analysis of the data set of 210 articles could be attempted, the
intercoder reliability must be measured to determine the agreement and accuracy of
coding decisions. The author and an independent coder with no knowledge of the
research questions or hypotheses each manually coded every fifth story in the 210-article
data set (article 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, etc.). The resulting 42-article data set was used to test
intercoder reliability.
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Both the author and the independent coder coded an identical set of 42 articles,
20% of the data set of 210 articles, to determine intercoder agreement. The results of this
manual coding procedure were entered into SPSS. Intercoder reliability was measured via
the McNemar-Bowker Test and Cohen’s kappa (Cohen, 1960).
The results of the McNemar-Bowker Test were not significant for any of the 10
coding sheet measures. The results for Cohen’s kappa all fell within the moderate to
strong agreement range and were sufficiently high enough to ensure confidence in
intercoder reliability. Please see appendix 3, table 1 for a breakdown of intercoder
reliability statistics.
Cohen’s kappa measured 1.000 for source newspaper, first author gender, main
subject gender and presence of a quote by the featured athlete. The next highest
agreement could be found measuring sport type, team or individual, with a kappa of .951.
The kappa for presence of a quote by a coach of the featured athlete measured .901. In
addition to the strong Cohen’s kappa scores mentioned previously, three measures
resulted in moderate agreement—mention of marital/dating status (kappa=.656), presence
of attractiveness descriptors (kappa=.650), and use of age inappropriate age descriptors
(kappa=.556). However, all measures of agreement are statistically sound.
Chi-square analyses were performed for statistical testing and a significance level
of p=.05 was used.
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IV. Findings

Moderate to strong agreement on intercoder reliability tests ensured confidence to
continue the manual coding procedure throughout the data set as a whole. The SPSS
statistical package was used to test each research question and hypothesis.
Research question 1: Are female journalists more likely to feature a female athlete
than male journalists? No significant difference was found (x2=1.062, df=1, p=.303).
There was no subject gender preference with regard to author gender.
Research question 2: Will coaches be more likely to be quoted in stories featuring
female athletes than those featuring male athletes? No significant difference was found
(x2=2.996, df=1, p=.083). However, the p=.083 level is marginally significant. There is a
possible trend that coaches of male athletes are quoted more often. Coaches were quoted
in 47.1% of all the articles in the data set. Coaches were quoted in 51.4% of articles
featuring males. Coaches were quoted in 38.9% of articles featuring women.
Research question 3: Will age inappropriate terms (e.g. girl or kid) be used to
describe to female athletes more often than male athletes? No significant difference was
found (x2=.008, df=1, p=.927). There was no difference in use of age inappropriate terms
by subject gender.
The data set was also tested using a chi square analysis to determine if there was a
relationship between author gender and use of age inappropriate references. No
significant difference was found (x2=1.099, df=1, p=.294).
Of the 69 articles in the data set from The New York Times, only six used age
inappropriate descriptors. Of the 56 articles from The Washington Post, six used age
46

inappropriate descriptors. Of the 85 articles in the data set from the Los Angeles Times,
five used age inappropriate descriptors. Because of the small sample size of articles using
age inappropriate descriptors more data would be needed to test for statistical
significance by newspaper source.
Hypothesis 1: The number of men’s bylines will be greater than the number of
articles featuring women’s bylines. A one-way chi-square analysis showed a significant
difference (x2=6.876, df=1, p<.05). The hypothesis was supported. Men authored 59% of
all articles in the data set. Women authored accounted for 41% of all articles. However,
there was no significant difference found among the three newspapers when analyzing
author gender and newspaper source (x2=.835, df=2, p=.659).
Hypothesis 2: The number of stories featuring men will be greater than the
number of articles featuring women. A significant difference (x2=20.743, df=1, p<.05)
was found through an one-way chi-square analysis. Male athletes were featured in 65.7%
of articles. Female athletes were featured in 34.3% of articles. However, no significant
difference was found when analyzing subject gender by newspaper source. A chi square
analysis (x2=2.220, df=2, p=.330) was performed.
Hypothesis 3: The number of stories featuring male teams will be greater than the
number of articles featuring female teams. This hypothesis was supported; a significant
difference was found (x2=5.641, df=1, p<.05). This hypothesis measures the prevalence
of team sports versus individual sports in coverage. Female athletes participating in team
sports were more likely to be featured in the articles in the data set than males. In the data
set as a whole, 37.6% of stories featured athletes participating in team sports. Among
articles featuring female athletes, 48.6% of articles focused on team sports. In contrast,
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among articles featuring male athletes, 31.9% of articles focused on team sports.
Analyzed in a different way, among all articles featuring individual sports, the subject
gender split was 71.8% male and 28.2% female. When all team-sport articles were
studied, the subject gender split was 55.7% male, 44.3% female.
In the data set as a whole, 23 sports were featured in articles. The top seven most
commonly featured sports included track and field (18.6% of all articles), basketball
(18.1%), swimming and diving (12.9%), soccer (11.9%), gymnastics (9.0%), boxing
(6.7%), and softball (3.3%). Please see appendix 4, table 2 and appendix 5, table 3 for a
complete breakdown of featured sports by subject gender.
An analysis by subject gender in those seven most covered sports revealed a
significant difference (x2=27.446, df=6, p<.05). It should be noted that the presence of
the all-male sport of boxing and all-female sport of softball help account for the
significant difference. In the seven most popular sports covered (track and field,
basketball, swimming and diving, soccer, gymnastics, boxing, and softball), male athletes
were subjects in 66.3% of articles while female athletes accounted for 33.7% of articles.
The splits for track and field (61.5% male, 38.5% female) and basketball (68.4% male,
31.6% female) closely approximate the overall percentages of 65.7% male and 34.3%
female. Gymnastics (57.9% male, 42.1% female) and soccer (56% male, 44% female)
begin to shift away from the combined seven-sport split in favor of more representation
of female athletes. Conversely, swimming and diving (85.2% male, 14.8% female)
strongly favors coverage of males. As would be expected of single-gender sports, neither
boxing (100% male) nor softball (100% female) approaches the overall percentages.

48

The top seven most covered sports for males were basketball (18.8% of all
stories), track and field (17.4%), swimming and diving (16.7%), soccer (10.1%), boxing
(10.1%), gymnastics (8%), and tennis (4.3%). Males competing in 19 different sports
comprised the entire data set.
The top seven most covered sports for females were track and field (20.8%),
basketball (16.7%), soccer (15.3%), gymnastics (11.1%), softball (9.7%), and swimming
and diving (5.6%). Volleyball (4.2%), fencing (4.2%), and wrestling (4.2%) all tied for
the seventh most popular sports in women’s coverage. Females competing in 14 different
sports comprised the entire data set.
A chi square analysis was performed to test whether there was a relationship
between author gender and sport type (team or individual). A significant difference was
found (x2=22.439, df=1, p<.05). In the data set as a whole, 62.4% of all stories were
written about individual sports while 37.6% of stories featured team sports. However,
among articles written by males, 49.2% focused on individual sports, compared to 50.8%
featuring team sports. Among articles written by females, 81.4% focused on individual
sports, compared to 18.6% featuring team sports. Male authors accounted for 46.6% of
all articles written about individual sports, compared to 53.4% for female authors.
Conversely, male authors accounted for 79.7% of articles focused on team sports,
compared to 20.3% for female authors.
Hypothesis 4: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain
references to marital/dating status than those articles featuring male athletes. A chi square
analysis (x2=1.099, df=1, p=.294) was performed. No significant difference was found.
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Female athletes were not significantly more likely to be described by their marital/dating
status.
This research also tested whether a relationship existed between author gender
and use of marital/dating references. A significant difference was found (x2=.036, df=1,
p<.05). Only five of the 124 articles written by males (4%) used a marital/dating
reference, compared to 10 of 86 articles written by females (11.6%). Women authored
66.7% of all articles using marital/dating references, compared to 33.3% for men authors.
Of 69 articles analyzed from The New York Times, five used references to
marital/dating status. Of 56 articles analyzed from The Washington Post, five used
references to marital/dating status. Of 85 articles analyzed from the Los Angeles Times,
five used references to marital/dating status. Again, the number of cases by newspaper is
too small to statistically test.
Hypothesis 5: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain
references to family than those articles featuring male athletes. No significant difference
was found (x2=.309, df=1, p=.579). Female athletes were not significantly more likely to
be described by references to their families.
When analyzing the relationship between author gender and use of family
references, no significant difference was found (x2=2.978, df=1, p=.084), but p=.084
could suggest a possible relationship between author gender and family references. In
124 male-authored stories, 25% mentioned the subject’s family, compared to 36% of 86
female-authored stories. When breaking down the 62 articles that used a family reference,
male and female authors were found to have achieved a 50%-50% split.
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Of 69 articles analyzed from The New York Times, 24 contained references to
family members of athletes. Of those 24 articles, 66.7% featured male athletes and 33.3%
featured female athletes. Of 56 articles analyzed from The Washington Post, 18 contained
references to family members. Of those 18 articles, 61.1% featured males and 38.9%
featured females. Of 85 articles analyzed from the Los Angeles Times, 20 contained
references to family members. Of those 20 articles, 60% featured males and 40% featured
females.
Hypothesis 6: Articles featuring male athletes will be more likely to quote the
featured athlete than articles featuring female athletes. A chi square analysis (x2=6.423,
df=1, p<.05) was performed. The hypothesis was rejected, as female athletes were
actually more likely to be quoted than male athletes. A significant difference was found
in a different direction. In the data set as a whole, featured athletes were quoted in 90% of
all articles. In articles featuring female athletes, females were quoted in 97.2% of articles,
compared to 86.1% for featured male athletes. In the 21 articles in the data set that did
not quote the subject, 90.5% of those featured male athletes, compared to only 9.5% for
female athletes.
Of 69 articles analyzed from The New York Times, only seven did not quote the
featured athlete. Of 56 articles analyzed from The Washington Post, four did not quote
the featured athlete. Of 85 articles analyzed from the Los Angeles Times, 10 did not quote
the featured athlete. A majority of those not quoted in all three newspaper articles
featured male athletes. The number of cases by newspaper is too small to test statistically.
Hypothesis 7: Articles featuring female athletes will be more likely to contain
descriptions of physical attractiveness and appearance than articles featuring male
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athletes. This hypothesis was supported; a significant difference was found (x2=5.754,
df=1, p<.05). In the data set as a whole, physical attractiveness descriptors were found in
20% of all articles. In articles featuring female athletes, physical attractiveness
descriptors were used in 29.2% of stories. In comparison, in articles featuring male
athletes, physical attractiveness descriptors were used in 15.2% of stories.
A chi square test was performed to determine whether a relationship existed
between author gender and use of physical attractiveness descriptors. A significant
difference was found (x2=4.140, df=1, p<.05). Of 124 articles in the data set written by
males, 19 (15.3%) contained a physical attractiveness descriptor. Of 86 articles written by
females, 23 (26.7%) contained a physical attractiveness descriptor. Among the 42 total
articles in the data set that used an attractiveness descriptor, women wrote 54.8% of
them, compared to 45.2% written by men.
Of 69 articles analyzed from The New York Times, 14 contained physical
attractiveness descriptors. Of those 14 articles, 64.3% featured male athletes and 35.7%
featured female athletes. Of 56 articles analyzed from The Washington Post, 15 contained
physical attractiveness descriptors. Of those 15 articles, 46.7% featured males and 53.3%
featured females. Of 85 articles analyzed from the Los Angeles Times, 13 contained
physical attractiveness descriptors. Of those 13 articles, 38.5% featured males and 61.5%
featured females.
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V. Discussion

What does coverage of the 2004 Olympics in three of the nation’s largest
newspapers tell us about the current state of framing, athletics, and gender? While there
were some notable exceptions, as in Kinnick’s analysis of the 1996 Games, this research
paints an optimistic portrait of media portrayal of women Olympians. The frames used by
journalists to propagate gender bias in the past still exist. However, the most important
finding gleaned from this 2004 Olympics research is that most of the frames studied were
applied similarly to both male and female athletes. In general, female athletes still lagged
behind their male counterparts in the amount of coverage. However, this research also
dug into the specific components of that coverage -- use of quotes, type of sport covered,
and presence of gender bias descriptors -- and found more equitable treatment of female
Olympians than was expected. Despite the continuing presence of frames employed by
journalists to structure information about their subjects, both male and females were
framed as athletes first and foremost in the majority of articles in this data set.
This study provided reason for optimism for present and future female Olympians
on many fronts of gender bias research. Bucking the bulk of the related literature of the
past, this research showed articles about female Olympians are not more likely to contain
regressive framing devices such as age inappropriate descriptors, marriage/dating
references, or family references. There also appears to be a progressive move beyond the
concentration of women’s coverage in traditionally “gender appropriate” sports. In fact,
women athletes competing in team sports were more likely to be featured than their male
counterparts. Additionally, women athletes were quoted significantly more often than
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males. At the same time, coaches of female athletes were quoted less often than coaches
of male athletes, perhaps suggesting comments of the women Olympians were legitimate
enough to stand on their own.
However, not all findings were gold-medal caliber. There still exists a disparity
between the number of articles featuring males and females, as nearly two-thirds of the
stories in this data set focused on men. Though much progress has been made, males still
write significantly more articles than women, at least in this research. Even if some of the
harmful effects of framing have eased, readers are still more likely to read about male
athletes. While the stories written by males are nearly equally split between individual
and team sports, female authors were much more likely to write about individual sports.
Articles featuring women Olympians were also more likely to contain physical
attractiveness descriptors.
Other findings in this research caused a great deal of head scratching. For
instance, when breaking down the data set into traditional categories of gender bias,
female authors were found, rather conclusively, to use marital/dating references, family
references, and physical attractiveness descriptors more often than male authors. These
findings question the commonly held belief that as more female journalists entered the
male-dominated field of sports writing the traditional frames used to constrict women
athletes would weaken. Other researchers studying content analysis and sports newspaper
coverage have found that regressive coverage is not the sole domain of male journalists
(Pedersen et al., 2003). Additionally, the notion of male athletes being quoted less often
than female athletes but coaches of male athletes being quoted more often than coaches
of females never appeared in the review of the literature.
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Findings will be discussed thematically below, arranged by frames traditionally
employed by journalists to emphasize differences between male and female athletes.

Subject gender
In the analysis of this data set, the percentage of articles featuring female athletes
trailed women’s participation in the 2004 Games. Male athletes were featured in 65.7%
of articles. Female athletes were featured in 34.3% of articles.
In Kinnick’s 1998 study of the 1996 Olympics, the foundation for much of this
research, she found 54.7% of newspaper profiles featured men and 45.3% featured
women. It’s important to note that Kinnick’s data set consisted solely of athlete profiles
while this research culled its data set from a more extensive census of Olympic coverage,
which included profiles, event coverage and other articles. There’s a good chance editors
could predetermine the subjects and featured sports in Kinnick’s 1998 study, allowing
journalists to plan more equitable representation for Olympians of both genders.
However, in the 2004 research, coverage included profiles, features, and results articles,
decreasing the opportunity for a predetermined gender split by the editorial staff. Perhaps
journalists under deadline pressure slide back into the old framework of writing what
they know, which historically has been male-focused athletics. Observers did point out
that, with a few notable exceptions, the American women did underperform in 2004 as
compared to 2000 (Penner, August 29, 2004). However, can that fact alone explain a
65.7% male, 34.3% female split in the data set of 210 articles? The numbers suggest
women may be closer to achieving parity in the athletic arena but still have quite a race
ahead of them to receive equal time in the newspaper.
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Author gender
This research also found a significant difference with regard to author gender, as
males accounted for 59% and females 41% of all bylines in the 210-article data set.
While significant, this finding may actually represent progress for women sports writers.
Sports writing has always been a male-dominated bastion. In a sense, the Olympics are to
the sporting media as a presidential race is to the hard-news set. The news that women
are authoring approaching half the Olympics bylines for three of the nation’s finest
papers appears to be a positive development. In contrast, Kinnick’s study of the 1996
Olympics found more than two-thirds of all profiles were written by men (1998).
This research found no relationship between author gender and subject gender.
While males wrote 59% of articles overall, male authors wrote 56.5% of articles featuring
male athletes. Male authors wrote 63.9% of articles featuring female athletes.
Conversely, female authors wrote 43.5% of the stories featuring male athletes and 36.1%
of the stories featuring females. The finding that males wrote more stories about female
athletes than female authors can be interpreted different ways. On one hand, this research
does not suggest that authors are being driven to cover athletes of the same gender. If the
reporter enjoys the right to choose the subject of his or her story, then this research
suggests plenty of male and female authors choose to cover athletes of the opposite
gender. Therefore, the fact that male authors still outnumber their female counterparts is
not necessarily a disastrous blow to the amount of coverage female Olympians receive.
Kinnick found that 72% of articles featuring males were written by men,
compared to 16% written by women (1998). In her study she also found 51.9% of articles
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featuring females were written by men, compared to 31.2% written by women. When
comparing results from the 1996 and 2004 Games, many more women are writing about
male athletes (16% to 43.5%). Conversely, more men are now writing about female
athletes, comparing 1996 to 2004 (51.9% to 63.9%).
When analyzing author gender and the use of traditional gender bias framing
tools, interestingly enough female authors tend to employ these regressive devices more
often. These differences in author gender will be explored in the corresponding following
sections.

Team/individual sports
When studying the number of articles about team and individual sports with
respect to subject gender, this research offered some surprising results. Throughout the
history of gender portrayal research in athletic media, one of the most consistent findings
concerns the overweighting of women in traditionally “gender appropriate” sports like
gymnastics. At the same time, the literature suggests scant coverage has been devoted to
female team sports.
However, this research suggested vast improvement in the amount of media
coverage devoted to female teams. In an unusual twist, female team sports were actually
more likely to be featured than male teams. Among female athletes, nearly half, 48.6%,
of articles focused on team sports. Among male athletes, only 31.9% of articles focused
on team sports.

57

Combining articles about male and female athletes, the seven most popular sports
covered were track and field (18.6% of all articles), basketball (18.1%), swimming and
diving (12.9%), soccer (11.9%), gymnastics (9.0%), boxing (6.7%), and softball (3.3%).
The subject gender splits for track and field (61.5% male, 38.5% female) and
basketball (68.4% male, 31.6% female) closely approximate the overall percentages of
66.3% male and 33.7% female for the combined total of the seven most covered sports.
The track and field numbers by gender are not surprising because the U.S. men
outperformed the U.S. women in 2004, while the contributions of both genders were
more equal in 1996 and 2000. After a successful 2000 Games made her America’s most
visible Olympian, Marion Jones’ nightmarish 2004 Games stands as one of the chief
differences in U.S. female track and field performance. However, the percentage of
basketball stories proved a bit surprising. The U.S. women’s team pieced together a
dominant performance, while the U.S. men’s team failed to win the gold medal for the
first time in the 12 years since professional players first donned the red, white, and blue.
While the crumbling of the U.S. men’s dynasty was indeed newsworthy, the U.S. women
certainly outperformed the men’s squad.
Gymnastics (57.9% male, 42.1% female) and soccer (56% male, 44% female)
shifted toward more female representation. Taking the historical literature into account,
one would be surprised that females didn’t dominate the individual and “gender
appropriate” sport of gymnastics. Perhaps the emergence of Paul Hamm, and all the
judging controversy surrounding him, skewed the traditionally female-dominated
coverage of gymnastics. Soccer offered up another surprise in that male coverage
outnumbered that of females. The U.S. women’s team struck gold and offered a
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compelling story as the first generation of female soccer stars rode into the sunset.
Conversely, the U.S. men’s team was nowhere to be found in the sports pages in 2004.
However, nearly every men’s soccer focused on the hard-scrabble but surprisingly
successful Iraqi soccer team, quite a compelling storyline itself. The coverage devoted to
the Iraqi men negated what would have been a significant skew toward women’s soccer.
The strength of women’s portrayal in team sports can also be partially understood
by the strength of the U.S. men in swimming and diving, directing substantial coverage
of males into the individual sport. The Michael Phelps phenomenon went a long way
toward accounting for the gender divide in swimming and diving (85.2% male, 14.8%
female). Like gymnastics, swimming and diving has long been identified as both a
“gender appropriate” sport and strong suit for females. The emergence of a strong
American male in those sports could explain the skewed traditional gender splits in
coverage.
Obviously, all-female softball and all-male boxing help account for the significant
statistical departure from the overall percentages of the seven-most popular sports.
The top seven most covered sports for males were basketball (18.8% of all
stories), track and field (17.4%), swimming and diving (16.7%), soccer (10.1%), boxing
(10.1%), gymnastics (8%), and tennis (4.3%). The fact that a disappointing U.S.
basketball team accounted for more coverage than excellent efforts by the U.S. track and
field and swimming and diving teams is curious. Of the top seven most covered male
sports, two were team sports (basketball and soccer).
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In contrast, in Kinnick’s study of the 1996 Games, the four most covered sports in
men’s profiles were boxing (17.2%), track and field (15.1%), weight lifting (8.6%), and
wrestling (8.6%).
In 2004, the top seven most covered sports for females were track and field
(20.8%), basketball (16.7%), soccer (15.3%), gymnastics (11.1%), softball (9.7%), and
swimming and diving (5.6%). Volleyball (4.2%), fencing (4.2%), and wrestling (4.2%)
all tied for the seventh most popular sports in women’s coverage. These numbers suggest
major strides for female athletes. Four of the seven most covered sports are team sports,
compared for just two for the men. In fact, the two sports found “gender appropriate” for
women in previous studies, gymnastics and swimming and diving, ranked fourth and
sixth, respectively, in the list of the seven most covered women’s sports. While track and
field is widely considered the marquee event of the Summer Olympics, it’s odd that it
accounted for more coverage than golden efforts by the U.S. women in basketball and
softball. While an individual sport (track and field) led women’s coverage in the 2004
data set, the progress made in breaking the shackles of overrepresentation in individual
sports and “gender appropriate” sports is undeniable and encouraging.
In 1996, Kinnick found the three most popular women’s sport profiles were
swimming (15.6%), track and field (14.3%), gymnastics (10.4%), and basketball (10.4%).
The 2004 research found a striking difference in the coverage of team and
individual sports by male and female authors. Male authors were nearly split in their
coverage, 49.2% individual sports compared to 50.8% team sports. Female authors
overwhelmingly wrote about individual sports rather than team sports, 81.4% to 18.6%.
Put differently, the author gender split for all individual sports was approximately even,
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as males wrote 46.6% of those articles compared to 53.4% for females. The
corresponding gender split for all team sports was skewed 79.7% written by men and
20.3% written by women. While the coverage shift for female athletes competing in team
sports can be viewed as an improvement, for some reason female authors are still
disproportionately huddled in individual sport coverage.
Results showed more male sports were covered than female sports. There were 23
sports featured in the 210-article data set. Among articles featuring male athletes, 19
sports were covered. Among articles featuring female athletes, 14 sports were covered.

Use of athlete and coach quotes
An interesting finding arose when analyzing whether male or female athletes were
more likely to be quoted. Common wisdom holds that inclusion of a quote by the athlete
indicates a degree of importance assigned to that athlete, that the athlete has something
worthwhile to say. Using history as a guide, a researcher could reasonably expect males
would be quoted more often than females in athletic articles.
Oddly enough, that’s not what Kinnick found in her research of the 1996
Olympics. Kinnick found that women athletes were slightly more likely to be quoted
(94.8% female, 93.5% male) (1998).
This research mirrors Kinnick’s findings with the exception that the difference
between male and female athletes was even more pronounced in 2004. In the combined
set of male and female articles, athletes were quoted in 90% of articles. In articles
featuring women, female athletes were quoted in 97.2% of articles. In articles featuring
men, male athletes were quoted in 86.1% of articles. In the 21 articles in which an athlete
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was not quoted, 90.5% of those articles featured male athletes, compared to only 9.5% for
female athletes.
This finding proves tough to explain. One would not expect that female athletes
were significantly better quotes than their male counterparts. Additionally, reporter
access to male athletes should not have differed significantly at the Olympics. In the past,
the greatest sportswriters, for example, Grantland Rice, often relied much less on quotes
than their modern counterparts. These mythmakers of sport’s golden age wove a story to
birth a hero, not just report on the events of the athletic contest (Hardin, 2004; Inabinett,
1994). However, extending that idea in attempts to explain the difference in men’s quotes
in 2004 seems unlikely.
In an extension of the analysis of athlete quotes, this research examined the
presence of a quote by the athlete’s coach. No significant difference was found in the
presence of a quote by the coach of a male or female athlete. There is a possible trend
that coaches of male athletes are quoted more often than those of female athletes. In the
overall data set, coaches were quoted in 47.1% of all articles. Coaches of male athletes
were quoted in 51.4% of articles. Coaches of female athletes were quoted in 38.9% of
articles.
Traditional analysis of gender portrayal in athletics would suggest the opposite of
what the research found. Because female athletes have a history of not being taken
seriously as athletes, one would expect that coaches of women would be quoted more
often to “support” the qualifications of the female athlete. In concert with this
paternalistic view, even now the majority of coaches for athletes of both genders are
male.
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References to family
No significant difference was found when analyzing whether family references
were more likely to be used for male or female athletes. The research found that 29.5% of
the entire data set used references to family members of the featured athlete. When
broken down by gender, 28.3% of articles featuring male athletes mention family
members, compared to 31.9% of articles featuring females. This finding suggests
improvement compared to past research, as women are more often being defined solely
as athletes. The research found coverage less likely to force a supporting or even primary
role on female athletes, such as their status as mothers, daughters, or sisters.
In Kinnick’s study of the 1996 Olympics, she found that 51.6% of features about
males and 58.4% of features about females mentioned siblings or parents (1998). Another
vein of Kinnick’s research provided an approximation of the current findings in that even
in 1996 males (17.2% of profiles) were slightly more likely to be defined by their status
as parents than females (14.2%). One likely reason for the 2004 drop in the incidence of
family references is that Kinnick only analyzed profiles, which are more likely to provide
in-depth background information.
This finding in analysis of the 2004 Games suggests improvement for female
athletes. Less than one third of the articles featuring athletes of either gender used family
references in framing the story. Within the instances of family references, all three
newspapers contradicted tradition by defining males more often in terms of their families.
This suggests journalists are becoming more comfortable defining women in terms of
their athletic ability, not as hybrid athletes and mothers, daughters, or sisters.
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The research suggests a marginal relationship between author gender and use of
family references. Though not statistically significant, 25% of male-authored articles
used a family reference, compared to 36% of female-authored articles. Of all the stories
utilizing a family reference, men and women each authored exactly half. Because there
were more male-authored articles than female in the data set, the half and half split
suggests that women authors are more likely to use a family reference in their stories as
compared to their male counterparts.

References to marital/dating status
In another instance of traditional trends becoming more equitable in 2004, this
research found no statistical difference in the presence of marital/dating references by
gender of the featured athlete. Only 15 of 210 articles coded (7.1%) referenced the
featured athlete’s marital/dating status. Eight of those 15 articles (53.3%) referencing
marital/dating status featured male athletes. Seven of the 15 articles (46.7%) of such
articles were written about females. However, because there were more male subjects
than females in the data set as a whole, 5.8% of all articles featuring men used
marital/dating references. Among all articles featuring women athletes, 9.7% used
marital/dating references.
Kinnick found marital status mentioned in 35% of profiles about female
Olympians and only 20% of male profiles in the 1996 Games (1998). Interestingly, she
found that female reporters were just as likely as male reporters to mention marital/dating
status.
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When testing the relationship between author gender and use of marital/dating
references in 2004, this research found that women authored two-thirds of all articles
containing a marital/dating reference.

Physical attractiveness descriptors
While most of the stereotypical framing devices liberally used in the past were
found to have moderated or even reversed, that was not the case with regard to physical
attractiveness descriptors. There was a significant difference found in the use of physical
attractiveness descriptors by athlete gender. In analysis of the entire data set, 42 of the
210 articles (20%) included some type of description of physical attractiveness or related
appearance. Of those 42 articles, the split was exactly half and half featuring men and
women athletes. However, because there were more articles featuring males than females,
only 15.2% of all articles about males used physical attractiveness descriptors compared
to 29.2% for female subjects.
A relationship existed between author gender and use of physical attractiveness
descriptors. Once again, female authors were more likely to use this gender bias framing
device that still clouds coverage of women Olympians. Among stories written by males,
15.3% contained physical attractiveness descriptors, compared to 26.7% of articles
written by women. Analyzing all articles containing physical attractiveness descriptors,
males wrote 45.2%, while women wrote 54.8%.
Kinnick’s study found only 2.2% of the profiles featuring males mentioned
physical attractiveness, compared to 9.1% of those female subjects (1998). On the
contrary, when just mentions of physical appearance – not attractiveness – were
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measured, Kinnick found 53.8% of male profiles mentioned appearance compared to
50% of female profiles. It should be noted that the 2004 research used more liberal
definitions of descriptors of physical attractiveness.
A qualitative analysis of the 42 total articles in the data set using physical
attractiveness descriptors reveals some reason for optimism. Most of the physical
attractiveness descriptors were used to flesh out a portion of the total picture and did not
comprise the focal point of most articles. Almost all the articles, regardless of gender,
still portrayed an athlete, not a supermodel. In fact, most of the articles using physical
attractiveness descriptors included just one, instead of bathing the whole article in
multiple biases. An interesting theme emerged in the analysis of many of the articles
employing attractiveness descriptors. Almost all the articles in this case, including male
and female subjects, focused on athletic ability as the main framework for the story. The
physical descriptor was usually included as a single cast-off phrase to color the portrayal.
For instance, take the following example about track and field athlete Marion
Jones. The article included the phrase “this beautiful, graceful woman who dominated her
sport” (Wise, 2004, August 28b). The article was written by a male and uses a clear-cut
physical attractiveness descriptor but also uses a powerful descriptor of her athletic
prowess in the same sentence.
The Jones article was not the only case to merge physical attractiveness
descriptors and athletic credentials. The following quote from an article written by a
female about the U.S. softball team contains both.
Even their hair looks strong. They’ve got big, long knotted ropes of it, ponytails
down their backs, thick as steel cables. It’s not often you see utter world
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domination anymore, but the U.S. softball team has offered a rare view of it
(Jenkins, 2004, August 23).
The two previous examples could hardly be said to frame the featured athletes
solely according to their sexuality.
Several other examples included both attractiveness and athletic descriptors but
did not feature the sports credentials as forcefully as the two above examples. For
instance, the phrase “short blond hair flying as she sprinted” was written by a female
author (Elliott, 2004, August 22). “The first Olympic saber fencing champion has a long
blond ponytail, an irrepressible smile and the quickness and guts of a cat burglar” is
another example written by a female author (Elliott, 2004, August 18). Basketball player
Dawn Staley “who still plays like a slightly pigeon-toed and pony-tailed sprite” was
featured by a female author (Jenkins, 2004, August 29).
Other instances of physical descriptors of attractiveness did not include the
athletic component within that immediate phrase. For instance, a female author wrote
“though her long legs make her appear far more slender” (Elliott, 2004, August 26).
Another female wrote the following about a gymnastics athlete, a sport frequently
targeted with physical attractiveness descriptors, “she didn’t have on her sparkling
makeup” (Pucin, 2004). Another gymnastics example written by a female author was
“with her face glowing and her blue eye-shadow sparkling” (Macur, 2004, August 23). A
male-authored article about softball pitcher Jenny Finch referred to her attractiveness,
“she was named one of People magazine’s 50 most beautiful people this year” (Kepner,
2004, August 15).
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Male athletes were not immune from such coverage as wrestler Cael Sanderson
was the subject of an article by a female author that included the following, “Sports
Illustrated for Women named him one of the 50 sexiest athletes in 2002” (Clarke, 2004,
August 29). The bulk of articles featuring males and coded as including physical
attractiveness descriptors mentioned their hair color/style, earrings, or tattoos, none of
which includes an athletic component. For instance a male author quoted another male
athlete’s comments about track and field gold medalist Jeremy Wariner, “He’s got bigger
earrings than I have” (Penner, 2004, August 24). Particular attention to gold medalist
sprinter Justin Gatlin’s earring found its way into coverage. A female wrote “as camera
flashes went off and the diamond earring in his ear glistened” (Elliott, 2004, August 23).
A different woman author wrote this about Gatlin, “his diamond earrings as bright as his
smile” (Robbins, 2004, August 24). In an article about a different male athlete, a male
author mentioned “a tattoo of Lawson on his back” (Hack, 2004, August 26).
Other authors writing about men focused on hair and facial features. A female
author wrote, “the beefy, three-time European champion with a quick, dimpled smile and
tousled brown hair” (Wilkinson, 2004). For some reason, gymnast Paul Hamm elicited a
great deal of physical attractiveness descriptors. For instance, a female wrote the
following, “Hamm, the quiet Wisconsin kid with freckles and long eyelashes” (Macur,
2004, August 20). Macur, a female author, also wrote about a different male athlete as “a
lanky 6-foot-2 fighter with a blinding smile” (Macur, 2004, August 29). Male authors
also covered male athletes in this way, consider this phrase, “dark hair and an intense
scowl” (Jones, 2004).
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However, for the most part, all of the articles from which the above examples
were taken still focus primarily on the athlete and not the appearance. Only a couple
articles raised eyebrows with their continued references to physical attractiveness. These
examples of physical attractiveness descriptors took up a bigger slice of the pie when
considering the article as a whole.
The first example was written by a female about swimmer Michael Phelps. The
article contained such descriptors as “he was so supple it was hard to see how his
swimsuit stayed on him,”; “tensile, wavy arms, and pulpy slabs of muscle”; and “Gomer
Pyle incisors” (Jenkins, 2004, August 15). While the article did mention Phelps’ athletic
accomplishments, those studying media portrayals of athletes would likely be hardpressed to say there was no bias present if the subject was female.
However, the above article about Phelps rates tame compared to the following
example written by a male about the U.S. synchronized swimming team. This article was
the only one in the entire data set that was shamelessly over the top on the gender bias
scale with regard to overt physical attractiveness descriptors. Athletic credentials were
raised in the article but sex appeal certainly took precedence over athletic achievement.
It’s a glorious Vegas version of evolution, complete with sequins and leggy gals
in bathing suits … Eight beauties marching out to the platform in neon-bright
pink-and-green bathing suits, heads held high, red lips forming huge smiles …
Two cutie-pies who are perched atop the pyramids dive into the pool … Sixteen
shapely, shiny shimmering disembodied legs kicking in perfect harmony
(Carlson, 2004, August 27).
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Age inappropriate descriptors
For the 2004 research, Associated Press guidelines defining an 18-year-old as an
adult were used as the coding criteria.
No significant difference was found in the use of age inappropriate descriptors by
athlete gender. Only 17 of the 210 total articles (8.1%) in the data set used age
inappropriate descriptors. Eleven of the 17 total articles (64.7%) using age inappropriate
descriptors featured a male, compared to 35.3% for women, roughly the overall gender
distribution of articles in the data set. Thus, 8% of male-featured articles and 8.3% of
female-featured articles used age inappropriate descriptors. Kinnick found 5.4% of male
profiles used age inappropriate descriptors compared to 7.8% of female profiles (1998).
The 2004 research offers good and bad news. The fact that women are not
overrepresented in articles containing age inappropriate descriptors is a positive
development. In fact, the percentage of articles about male and female athletes using age
inappropriate descriptors was almost identical. However, though the numbers are still
small, one wonders why a greater percentage of articles featuring both male and female
athletes contained an age inappropriate term in 2004 compared to 1996.
It should be noted that the majority of age inappropriate terms used were
instances of “kid,” not necessarily using “boy” or “girl” to describe adults. In addition,
most of the instances of the improper use of “boy” or “girl” were actually found in quotes
offered by the featured athletes or their teammates.
Authors’ misuse of age terms included phrases like “the 18-year-old Los Angeles
kid,” used by a male author to describe a female subject (Plaschke, 2004). In addition, a
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male author described a 19-year-old male subject as “a boy became a man” (Dwyre,
2004, August 24).
Some instances involved age inappropriate descriptors found in quotes of athletes.
For example, Dede Barry, a veteran of the U.S. women’s cycling team was quoted as
saying, “Three girls in the top 16, that’s good” (Dwyre, 2004, August 16). Similarly, U.S.
water polo player Amber Stachowski said, “If somebody goes after one of our girls,
we’re all behind her” (Hack, 2004, August 25). U.S. wrestler Toccara Montgomery said,
“I was always a Daddy’s girl, and I’m still a Daddy’s girl” (Hack, 2004, August 22). An
analysis of these age-inappropriate quotes by the athletes or their teammates reveals that
women are more likely their subject. However, the above instances were written by men.

Newspaper comparison
When the data set was analyzed to see if there was a trend of one source treating
female athletes consistently more equitably, no trend emerged. When studying the seven
quantitative traits – subject gender, author gender, athlete quote, family reference,
marital/dating reference, attractiveness reference, and age-inappropriate descriptor – each
paper boasted the most favorable split for women at least twice. It should be noted that
just because a newspaper was skewed in favor of women, another newspaper may
actually be more equitable with regard to a more fair proportion between men and
women.
A subject gender analysis of each of the three newspapers showed no significant
difference in the percentages of articles devoted to men and women. The Los Angeles
Times proved most equitable with a 60% male, 40% female split. The New York Times
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followed with a 68.1% male, 31.9% female split. The Washington Post articles focused
on males 71.4% of the time and females 28.6% of the time.
An author gender analysis showed no significant difference in the way the three
sources divided authorship. The New York Times proved most equitable as 55.1% of
articles in the data set were written by men and 44.9% by women. The Washington Post’s
author distribution was 58.9% male, 41.1% female. The 62.4% male, 37.6% female split
at the Los Angeles Times brought up the rear with regard to author gender.
When broken down by source, all three newspapers studied appeared closely
related on the topic of family references. The Los Angeles Times proved most equitable
with a 60% male, 40% female split among its 20 family references. The Washington Post
used 18 family references, divided 61.1% male and 38.9% female. The New York Times
was least equitable, with a 66.7% male, 33.3% female split among its 24 family
references. Though inequitable, the skew actually favors females, as each newspaper used
family references more often in articles featuring males.
Physical attractiveness descriptors were inconsistent by source. The Washington
Post was most equitable, with 46.7% of its 15 stories using physical attractiveness
descriptors featuring men and 53.3% featuring women. The Los Angeles Times’ articles
were skewed with a 38.5% male, 61.5% female distribution among its 13 stories using
physical attractiveness descriptors. The New York Times’ 14 stories significantly favored
women, as a 64.3% male, 35.7% female split would attest.
With regard to athlete quote, marital/dating reference, and age-inappropriate
descriptors, the number of articles found for each was too small for any meaningful
analysis between newspapers.
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VI. Conclusions

The results of this study map a better future for equality of coverage for male and
female Olympians. While female Olympians still trail in the amount of coverage, the
quality of coverage has increased in the three newspapers studied in this research. These
findings are important because The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Los
Angeles Times are newspapers of aspiration for smaller papers across the nation. What
ambitious journalist would turn down a position at any one of those three newspapers? If
three of the nation’s newspapers of record are open to more progressive coverage of
women Olympians, then a diffusion of improved journalism is likely. If coverage of
female athletes is acceptable at the great newspapers placed upon pedestals of journalistic
excellence, then the writers at the smaller, aspirant newspapers will be likely to follow
suit.
The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times have
increased the number of women assigned to cover the Olympics, the greatest
international event of them all. Forget about analyzing the quality of the coverage, the
mere act of sending female reporters to represent their journalistic reputation at the
Olympics spreads the news that females are up to the task. That message will also filter
down to journalists filing stories in smaller newsrooms across the nation.
In many ways, The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Los Angeles
Times set the journalistic standard for U.S. newspapers of all sizes. The results of this
research suggest that the glass ceiling is being chipped away for female athletes at these
standard bearers.
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While more balanced coverage in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and
the Los Angeles Times may eventually help pave the way for a weakening of traditional
frames of gender bias used by other newspapers across the nation, this research does not
suggest that day has universally arrived. This study is a just sampling of the 2004
Olympic coverage of the three newspapers analyzed, but it should not be generalized to
trends in print coverage across the nation or the world. This study not meant to substitute
for analysis of a census of U.S. newspaper coverage, but it is a measured attempt to study
three of the nation’s finest papers. Just because The New York Times, The Washington
Post, and the Los Angeles Times are nationally respected newspapers does not mean they
are mirror images of coverage in smaller papers across the nation.
Researchers should also keep in mind that both the quality and quantity of
coverage devoted to female athletes reaches its zenith during the Olympics. With the
exception of that two to three week period every four years, or two years if you count the
Winter Olympics, the spotlight focused on women athletes dims considerably. Perhaps a
fruitful avenue for future research would be to contrast coverage during the Olympic
coverage window against an identical time period in a non-Olympic year.
Trends in this research could be analyzed by replication in both the 2006 Winter
Olympics and 2008 Summer Olympics and future Olympiads.
This research was not able to test all of Kinnick’s findings. The LexisNexis
Academic search does not allow a researcher to test for story placement, or qualitative or
quantitative analysis of photography.
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Appendix 1: Coding sheet
STORY NO. ________
1.

Circle news source

The New York Times
The Washington Post
Los Angeles Times

2a.

Circle gender of single/first author
Male
Female
Can't determine

2b.

Circle gender of second author
Male
Female
Can't determine
More than two authors

3.

Circle gender of article's main subject
Male
Female
Dual subjects/both genders

4.

Circle type of sport featured for subject
Individual
Team

5.

Fill in blank with sport featured
____________________

6.

Does article mention marital/dating status of featured athlete?
Yes
No

7.

Does article mention subject's family members?
Yes
No

8.

Does article quote featured athlete?
Yes
No
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9.

Does article quote featured athlete's coach?
Yes
No

10.

Does article use physical descriptors of attractiveness to describe featured athlete?
Yes
No

11.

Does article use age inappropriate descriptors to describe featured athlete?
Yes
No
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Appendix 2: Coding book

Coding Book
The purpose of this coding book is to guide the coder in the analysis of each story
in the sample of the data set. After reading each article in the sample, the coder will use
the attached coding sheet to assign each article into an appropriate category. The
following instructions should be applied evenly across all stories to be coded. The
instructions are listed corresponding to the numbers on the coding sheet. If you have any
additional questions about the coding process, please contact Nathan Kirkham.

1.

Circle news source

The New York Times
The Washington Post
Los Angeles Times

Each article was taken from one of three newspapers—The New York Times, The
Washington Post, or the Los Angeles Times. The name of the paper in which each article
appeared can be found above the beginning of the text of each article. Please circle one of
the three newspapers on the coding sheet.
2a.

Circle gender of single/first author

Male
Female
Can’t determine

Most of the articles list a single author in the preliminary identifying information
before the text of the story begins. The name of the author can be found after the word
“Byline” in each of the articles. If only one author’s name follows “Byline,” please
analyze the name to determine the author’s gender. If multiple authors are listed after
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“Byline” then code gender of first author listed. Please circle either “Male” or “Female.”
If the author’s gender cannot be determined by the name, please circle “Can’t determine.”
If the article only lists one author following “Byline,” then skip item 2b. on coding sheet
and continue with item 3. If the article lists two authors or more following “Byline,” then
continue to item 2b.

2b.

Circle gender of second author

Male
Female
Can’t determine
More than two authors

If more than one author’s name is listed following “Byline” in the identifying
information before the text of each story, please analyze the name of the second author to
determine his or her gender. Please circle “Male” or “Female.” If the second author’s
gender cannot be determined by his or her name, please circle “Can’t determine.” In the
rare instance there are more than two authors listed under “Byline” DON’T circle
anything but the last option, “More than two authors.”

3.

Circle gender of article’s main subject

Male
Female
Dual subjects/both genders

After reading each article please circle the gender of the main subject. Each main
subject was a 2004 Olympian. No coaches, officials, or family members should be
identified as the main subject of the article. In some articles, the story will be centered on
one person, even though others are mentioned. In some articles, the main subject should
be easy to determine. In other articles, the authors may include mentions of multiple
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athletes, perhaps even athletes in other sports. In most cases, the general idea and weight
of the entire story identify the main subject easily enough. If not and the article doesn’t
revolve around a single athlete, please use the lead paragraph(s) to make the main subject
distinction. If the article’s main subject is one athlete, please circle his or her
corresponding gender, “Male” or “Female.” In the event the article features a male and
female equally, with the lead paragraph(s) as the standard test, please circle “Dual
subjects/both genders.” If the article features multiple subjects of the same gender (i.e.
the women’s basketball team or a men’s swimming relay team), mark the corresponding
gender “Male” or “Female” just as you would with a single subject.

4.

Circle type of sport featured for subject
Individual
Team
For the purposes of this study, team sports are classified as any sport in which no

individual medals were awarded at the 2004 Olympics. Conversely, a sport was classified
as individual if medals were awarded to individuals, even if some of the sport’s
competitions featured groups/teams competing. For example, even though team and
individual medals are awarded in separate gymnastics competitions, the sport as a whole
should be coded as “Individual” because of the individual medal component. Likewise, in
rowing separate classes of medals are awarded for various numbers of rowers in a boat.
Since one competition awards medals to a single rower, the whole sport should be coded
“Individual.”
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Based on the above definitions, eight of the 29 sports contested at the 2004
Athens Olympics should be coded as “Team” sports. Twenty-one of the 29 sports
contested at the 2004 Olympics should be coded as “Individual” sports. No sport should
be coded in both categories. Lists of “Team” and “Individual” sports follow.
Team sports
Baseball
Basketball
Soccer
Handball
Field hockey
Softball
Synchronized swimming
Volleyball
Individual sports
Archery
Badminton
Boxing
Canoeing
Cycling
Equestrian
Fencing
Gymnastics
Judo
Modern pentathlon
Rowing
Sailing
Shooting
Swimming and diving
Table Tennis
Taekwondo
Tennis
Track and field
Triathlon
Weightlifting
Wrestling
5.

Fill in blank with sport featured

____________________
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Fill in the blank with the sport featured in the article. Please make sure only to use
one of the 29 sports listed above for coding item 4. Do not list the event within the sport.
For example, an article about the 4x100-meter relay in track should be listed only as
“Track and field.” An article about a freestyle swimmer should be coded as “Swimming
and diving.”

6.

Does article mention marital/dating status of featured athlete?
Yes
No
If at any point in the article (text or headline), references to the featured athlete’s

marital or dating status is mentioned please code as “Yes.” If no mentions are made of
the athlete’s marital or dating status, please code as “No.” This item applies only to the
athletes you’ve coded as the feature of the article. If marital or dating status references
are made about other people in the article but not about the main subject please code as
“No.”
7.

Does article mention subject’s family members?
Yes
No
If at any point in the article (text or headline), references to members of the

featured athlete’s family are made please code as “Yes.” If no mentions are made of the
athlete’s family please code as “No.” This item applies only to the athletes you’ve coded
as the feature of the article. If family members of other people in the article are
mentioned but not those of the main subject please code as “No.”
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8.

Does article quote featured athlete?
Yes
No
If the article quotes the featured athlete please code as “Yes.” Please code all

paraphrases as “No.” Only the featured athlete’s words in a direct quote encapsulated by
quotation marks should result in a “Yes” code. If other athletes or other persons are
quoted but not the main subject please code as “No.”
9.

Does article quote featured athlete’s coach?
Yes
No
If the article quotes the coach of the featured athlete please code as “Yes.” Please

code all paraphrases as “No.” Only the coach of the featured athlete’s words in a direct
quote encapsulated by quotation marks should result in a “Yes” code. If coaches of other
athletes or other persons are quoted but not the coaches of the main subject please code as
“No.”
10.

Does article use physical descriptors of attractiveness to describe featured athlete?
Yes
No
Legitimate athletic descriptors of physical appearance like height, weight, or any

body reference that specifically relates to athletic performance should be coded as “No.”
For example, an article mentioning at an archer is 6-foot-3, 180 lbs., should be coded as
“No.” Physical descriptors of attractiveness used to describe the featured athlete should
be coded as “Yes.” For example, “brawny,” “petite,” “blonde,” “slender,” and “browneyed” should be coded as “Yes.” References to jewelry and other non-athletic attire
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should be coded as “Yes.” If similar physical descriptions are used to describe persons
other than the featured athlete but not the feature him/herself please code “No.”
11.

Does article use age inappropriate descriptors to describe featured athlete?
Yes
No
This item follows Associated Press style regarding age descriptors. Per AP rule,

athletes age 18 or older should be referred to as “men” or “women.” It is permissible to
refer to athletes age 17 or younger as “boys” or “girls.” Please remember that 18 is the
dividing line. If inappropriate age descriptors, per the above AP rule, are used to describe
the featured athlete, please code “Yes.” If appropriate age descriptors are used to describe
the featured athletes, please code “No.” If no age descriptors are used please code “No.”
If anyone is quoted in the article using an age inappropriate descriptor, including the
featured athlete, please code “Yes.” If inappropriate age descriptors are used to describe
someone other than the featured athlete please code as “No.”
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Appendix 3, Table 1: Intercoder reliability
Measure
Source (newspaper)
First author (gender)
Main subject (gender)
Sport type (team or indiv.)
Marital/dating status
Family references
Athlete quoted
Coach quoted
Attractiveness descriptors
Inappropriate age descriptors

McNemar-Bowker Test
.
1.000
1.000
1.000
1.000
1.000
1.000
.500
1.000
.125

Cohen’s kappa
1.000
1.000
1.000
.951
.656
.777
1.000
.901
.650
.556
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Appendix 4, Table 2: Subject gender split among seven most covered sports

Sport
Track and field
Basketball
Swimming and
diving
Soccer
Gymnastics
Boxing
Softball
Total

Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender
Count
% within sport
% within subject gender

Subject Gender
Male
Female
24
15
61.5%
38.5%
21.4%
26.3%
26
12
68.4%
31.6%
23.2%
21.1%
23
4
85.2%
14.8%
20.5%
7.0%
14
11
56.0%
44.0%
12.5%
19.3%
11
8
57.9%
42.1%
9.8%
14.0%
14
0
100%
0%
12.5%
0%
0
7
0%
100%
0%
12.3%
112
57
66.3%
33.7%
100%
100%

Total
39
100%
23.1%
38
100%
22.5%
27
100%
16.0%
25
100%
14.8%
19
100%
11.2%
14
100%
8.3%
7
100%
4.1%
169
100%
100%
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Appendix 5, Table 3: Featured sport by subject gender
Sport
Basketball
Track and
field
Swimming
Soccer
Boxing
Gymnastics
Tennis
Water polo
Cycling
Fencing
Judo
Rowing
Wrestling
Baseball
Archery
Sailing
Taekwondo
Triathlon
Weight
lifting
Total

Male athletes
Frequency
Percent
26
18.8%
24

17.4%

23
14
14
11
6
3
3
2
2
2
2
1

16.7%
10.1%
10.1%
8.0%
4.3%
2.2%
2.2%
1.4%
1.4%
1.4%
1.4%
0.7%

1
1
1
1
1

0.7%
0.7%
0.7%
0.7%
0.7%

138

100%

Sport
Track and
field
Basketball

Female athletes
Frequency
Percent
15
20.8%
12

16.7%

Soccer
Gymnastics
Softball
Swimming
Volleyball
Fencing
Wrestling
Shooting
Water polo
Cycling
Taekwondo
Synchronized
swimming

11
8
7
4
3
3
3
2
1
1
1
1

15.3%
11.1%
9.7%
5.6%
4.2%
4.2%
4.2%
2.8%
1.4%
1.4%
1.4%
1.4%

Total

72

100%
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